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Chapter One 

Who is that? 

Raine’s glance at the security monitor turned 

into a stare. On screen a young man wearing the 
uniform of the ore plant’s admin section opened 
storage crates. He checked inside each one, made 
a note on a pad, and moved on to the next. 

Raine knew the plant had a few admin people 
aboard already, but this one was different. Most of 
the others were women, and at first glance, Raine 
thought the person checking the crates must be too, 
because of the long dark hair. On second glance, 


he realized that the tall, lean body and long legs 


were clearly male. But his face arrested Raine’s 
attention most of all. Even on the monitor with the 
man in a dimly lit cargo container, Raine could see 
the fine bone structure, the dark eyes. 

Beautiful. 

He must have come aboard at Drexler; Raine 

had seen some young men there with long hair. 
Very different from the usual style sported by 
spacers. He raised his cap with one hand and 
rubbed the other over his crop, feeling it tickle his 
palm, before replacing the cap. 

His paperwork forgotten, he watched the 

monitor. Could he hope, even for a moment, that 
the long-haired beauty might be interested in 
spending some time with him? The Dawn’s crew 
and the ore plant workers didn’t mix much— 
something he generally approved of—but he could 
make an exception. 

A knock on the door frame made him start, 


and he flicked the monitor to another feed. More 


crates, with no mysterious handsome young men 
checking them. Katherine Warner, his deputy, 
stood in the open doorway. She couldn’t have seen 
the monitor from there. 

“Are you going to the senior staff meeting, 

Boss?” 

“Yes. But it’s not for another hour.” 

“Okay. I’m going to take a squad down to 

check all the cargo is still secured after that grav 
fluctuation. l'Il get them started and be back here 
in time to cover the office.” 

“Good. Thanks, Warner.” 

“FIL see you in an hour.” 

She left, and Raine glanced at his security 
monitor, which still showed crates. He could 

switch back to the other feed, but Warner’s 
interruption had made him suddenly aware of what 
he was doing. Ogling the unwitting young man like 
some kind of voyeur. He should be ashamed. He 


turned the monitor off entirely. As chief of security 


on the Light of Dawn, he had better things to do. 
Like a ton of admin. This was the best time to 
get it done, before the ore-plant workers came 
aboard and he had to deal with the trouble they 
always brought with them. For three more weeks, 
they’d have only the Dawn’s crew and a few ore- 
plant admin staff aboard, like... 

He caught himself thinking about the long- 
haired man on the monitors again. 

x k k 

Kit closed the lid of a crate and scribbled 

down its number and contents on the pad. Dried 
goods. Nothing he could use, but keeping a record 
would make for shorter foraging trips later. 

The next lid he opened revealed boxes of 

protein bars, and he almost let out a cheer. These 
he could use. He ran back a few steps, grabbed a 
utility cart, and piled a couple of the boxes onto it. 
It already held other boxes, packets, and bottles, 


the spoils of his expedition so far. The haul would 


last for some time, allowing him to stay safely in 
his bolt-hole. 

He was glad to have the food, but all this 
processed stuff had started getting to him. He 
longed for something fresh but didn’t dare sneak 
into the coolers and fridges of the huge kitchens, 
afraid to run into the staff. 

After a couple of trips out of his nest to 

explore and forage he’d figured the place out. This 
wasn’t only a cargo freighter; it also carried an 
onboard processing plant. It must take on raw 
material and process it on the way to its 
destination. But most of the workers for the plant 
weren’t aboard yet, only a few office clerks, 
kitchen workers, and other support staff. When Kit 
had found a storage crate full of the same uniforms 
the plant staff wore, he’d grabbed one in his size, 
hoping it would make him less conspicuous when 
sneaking around. 


He’d seen other people who wore different 


uniforms, and he guessed they must be the ship’s 
crew. They usually stayed in the forward section 

of the ship, though some of them came to the cargo 
holds sometimes. Kit kept out of sight when he 
spotted any of them. 

It would be easier when the rest of the plant 
workers turned up and he could lose himself in the 
crowd. The plant and its empty bunk rooms had 
space enough for hundreds of people. He’d 
probably be able to sit at a table in the dining room 
as if he belonged there and stroll into the locker 
room for a shower every day. He’d managed only 
two showers in the two weeks he’d been aboard, 
sneaking into a silent locker room in the middle of 
the ship’s night cycle. He needed another one damn 
soon, because he couldn’t stand himself right now. 
After checking a few more crates, he decided 

that his well-stocked cart held as much as he could 
get into his hiding place. Time to get back before 


someone spotted him. He’d seen security cameras 


fixed above the doors of the cargo containers and 
in the ship’s corridors, but he could do nothing 
about them except hope the uniform worked. Hope 
if he walked around looking busy, ticking things off 
on his pad, people would assume he belonged 
here. 

Confidence was key. Last time he’d ventured 

out, he’d walked past two young women wearing 
the same uniform as his borrowed one. Heart 
pounding, mouth dry, certain they’d challenge him, 
he nevertheless managed to smile at them. After 
they passed, he heard what distinctly sounded like 
whispers and a giggle. If they were checking 
anything out, it was his ass. His looks helped, as 
usual, his face and body distracting people. They 
were so glad Kit was here they forgot to question 

if he should be. 

Deep inside the cargo container, far away 

from the door and its camera, he stopped, knelt 


down by a wall panel, and pushed it up and across. 


It loosened. Some of the wall panels came off, to 
allow access for repairs, he guessed. The tricky 
part was getting them back on from the inside. 
Working fast, he transferred his stolen supplies 
into the cramped space behind the bulkhead. Once 
he’d emptied the cart, he locked it to a bracket on 
the wall. Good thing they had those. He didn’t 
know what the hell had happened a few hours ago, 
but the gravity had cut out for several seconds, and 
he’d woken up a meter off the floor, in time to fully 
appreciate the fall when the gravity kicked back in. 
He could crawl in after his supplies and get 

some more sleep, he supposed. But he’d slept too 
much since coming aboard, catching up on all the 
sleep he’d missed in his life, between working late 
and partying. Sleeping meant he didn’t have to 
think about any of it—the lies they’d told about 
him. The trumped-up charges he couldn’t beat, 
didn’t have the money to even fight. About Jeff. 


Damn, he’d thought about him. Don’t think about 


him, he ordered himself. Don’t think about the fact 
you're stowing away on a Cargo freighter already a 
gazillion miles from home and heading who knows 
where. Don’t think about the fact that if they catch 
you, it’s back to jail, where your good looks aren’t 
going to be any help. Quite the opposite. 
Don’t think about it. 
Every time he went to sleep, he hoped he’d 
wake up to find this was all a nightmare. Maybe it 
was. One more sleep, one more wake-up, and he’d 
be home. 
No. That wouldn’t happen. And he’d slept 
enough. He had something more urgent on his 
mind. He replaced the panel and set out to steal a 
shower. 

* k*k 
There he was again, walking along a 
corridor. Raine almost didn’t spot him, because 
he’d tucked his long hair up under a cap. Why do 


that? It’s too beautiful to hide. 


He had to find out the man’s name. Perfectly 
reasonable to check his identity. Just a security 
check. He watched the monitors until he got what 
he wanted. Full-face view, straight on. 

“Freeze,” he ordered the computer. “Back 

two seconds.” There. A perfect shot of the face. 
“Zoom in. Enhance.” What color were his eyes? 
Impossible to tell. “Computer, match face against 
ore-plant admin personnel database. Male. 
Currently aboard.” 

The computer ran the comparisons and came 
back with its result. 

No match. 

Raine 

clicked 

his 

tongue. 

The 

face 


recognition wasn’t perfect, so he decided to trust 


his eyes. He brought up the ID pictures of all the 
male ore-plant admin staff already aboard and 
scrolled through them. His interest as the security 
chief began to overwhelm his personal interest in 
the mystery man. He had to confirm the man’s 
identity, for his peace of mind. 

He reached the last picture without finding 
anyone who matched. 

What the hell? Or rather who the hell? 

The man couldn’t be one of the Light of 

Dawn’s crew, or he’d be wearing their uniform, 
and Raine would know him. He brought up a 
contact on screen and made a call to the ore plant’s 
admin office. A woman answered. 

“Hello. This is Chief Raine from the ship’s 

security office. Could you please tell me if you’ve 
had anyone taking inventory in your food stores 
container today?” 

“No, Mr. Raine. We finished all our 


stocktaking several days ago.” 


Raine’s mouth went dry. Nevertheless, he 
kept his voice level when he thanked her and 
ended the call. He stood, grabbing his gloves from 
the desk. 
“Warner!” Was she back yet? Yes. She 
appeared at the door in seconds. 
“Sir?” 
“We have a stowaway.” 

x OK OK 
Kit peeked around a corner. All clear. He 
was close to the locker rooms and aching to get 
under the stream of hot water until he felt clean and 
normal again. 
Okay, go for it. He stepped into the corridor. 
He’d put on the cap that went with the uniform, 
hoping the peak would help hide his face when he 
passed security cameras or any people. 
Like this guy. Shit. He wore the uniform of the 
ship’s crew. He’d come around the corner at the 


opposite end of the corridor, and he was heading 


straight for Kit. Looking for Kit? 

Kit came up on a Side corridor to the right 

and ducked into it without a moment’s thought. He 
should have taken the moment. He’d turned into a 
dead end. No—an elevator stood at the end of the 
short corridor. Kit ran to it and whacked the call 
button a good one. Footsteps came closer, turned 
into the short corridor. Shit. Shit. Shit. Open, 

damn you! Open the damn doors. 

The doors slid open, and Kit dived inside. 

Close! Come on! Oh, there’s a button for that . He 
hit it. The doors began to close. 

“Computer, hold the elevator.” The loud and 

bossy voice would be registered on the system— 
unlike Kit’s. The doors slid open. 

“No!” Kit slapped the button again in 

desperation. The doors stayed stubbornly open. 
The man started to run, and Kit had no place to go. 
He considered making a break for it and trying to 


shove past him. But the guy was big, broad- 


shouldered. Kit would never get past him in the 
narrow corridor. Too late to try. Kit flattened 
himself against the wall of the elevator car as the 
man burst into it and snapped out a command. 
“Computer, section ten. Security override, no 
stops.” 

The doors closed, and the elevator moved off. 
The man turned to Kit. 

“Now, who the hell are you?” 

Brown eyes, squinted half shut, glared at Kit 

from under the peak of a dark blue cap. The face, 
more tanned than most spacers Kit had seen, was 
that of a man in his thirties, and not bad-looking at 
all. But Kit didn’t have the time to think of such 
things. The other man seemed to fill the elevator 
car, and Kit stayed leaning back against the wall, 
making himself smaller, afraid of provoking the 
man. He looked strong as a horse. The damn size 
of one too. 


“What’s your name?” 


Kit glanced down instinctively. He’d picked 

up a name badge discarded on a bench when he’d 
sneaked into the locker rooms a few days ago to 
take a shower. The other man wore one too, though 
of a different design. His read Raine 3rdM, 
whatever the hell that meant. 

“Raine” shook his head at Kit’s giveaway 

glance down. Naturally. Most people didn’t need 
to read their name off a badge. Kit tried his luck 
nonetheless. 

“Uh, John Willis.” The badge he wore read J 

Willis. He took a guess. 

Raine pulled out a Link and pointed it to scan 

the badge, making Kit flinch back. Without a word, 
he held up the device to show the face of a man, 
with the name James Willis underneath. He was a 
dark-skinned, moon-faced man with an extra chin 
or two, making Kit glad he’d only filched James 
Willis’s badge and not his whole uniform. 


“Ah, | lost some weight.” 


“And pigment?” 

No answer would serve, so Kit stayed silent. 

“I’m chief of security of the Light of Dawn,” 

Raine said. “I’m arresting you for boarding this 
ship without authorization. Turn around and put 
your hands on the wall, please.” 

His tone had softened from when he’d first 

burst into the elevator. He’d clearly decided Kit 
wasn’t a threat, which made Kit bristle. Okay, so 
this guy could probably snap him in two, but Kit 
wasn’t harmless, he could... 

“Turn around.” Some of the snap came back. 

He could turn around and assume the position 
—that’s what he could do. He turned to face the 
wall, laying his hands flat on it. His heart thudded 
in his ears, and he started breathing fast. Caught. 
Fucking caught. Screwed. 

“Are you Carrying any weapons?” Raine 

asked. 


“No.” Which was stupid. He could have 


picked something up. A kitchen knife. Anything. 
And he’d do what? Stab Raine to death? 
Ridiculous. 

“Warner,” Raine said, speaking on the 

comms, Kit realized. “I’ve got him in an elevator 
car, and we're on our way to section ten. Send a 
squad to meet us there.” 

“Right, Boss,” a woman’s voice replied. Kit 
glanced back at Raine but got a scowl that made 
him turn away again quickly. 

“Stand still,” Raine ordered. He wore gloves, 
leather ones, and took them off before he began to 
pat Kit down. As he ran his large hands over Kit’s 
body, Kit’s stomach knotted with instinctive fear. 
Raine didn’t do anything to hurt him, but he could 
feel the strength in those hands. They swept down 
his legs—nothing hidden there, the pants he wore 
too tight-fitting to conceal much. They swept up 
again, brushed Kit’s ass, making him sigh. Kit 


might be scared, but those big strong hands 


touching his ass could only feel good. Raine 

paused but then moved again and checked the pants 
pockets, quickly sweeping his fingers around, 

close to... 

“Sorry,” Raine said softly. 

Oh, don’t be . The apology and the slight 
hoarseness of his voice could mean one of two 
things. Either embarrassment about rummaging 
around so close to another man’s goodies—or it 
meant Kit had the start of a plan. He forced the fear 
to the back of his mind, tried to relax. Wait for his 
moment. 

Raine was thorough. He turned up the collar 

of Kit’s stolen jacket, then whipped the cap from 

his head. Aware that it made him memorable 
around here, surrounded by crop-haired spacers, 

Kit had pulled his hair up under the cap. It fell 
down, sweeping over his shoulders and back. 
Raine’s breathing changed. Kit heard it speed 


up, and he smiled. The hair always worked. A 


glance back and he was sure. Raine had desire 
written all over his face. Lust burned in his eyes. 
Kit turned, right into Raine’s arms, and knew 
instantly what he wanted. Knew he was lost ina 
moment when everything else had faded away. No 
elevator, no space freighter, just them, their bodies 
responding to each other’s heat. He pressed 
himself forward, straining against Raine’s body. 
Kissing him. 

Chapter Two 

Raine smelled so good, all soapy and like 

citrus, that Kit felt dirty by comparison, and he 
wished he’d made it the locker room for a shower 
and shave. His bristly chin rasped against Raine’s 
much smoother one. He didn’t smell good, and he 
had bristles; he expected Raine to shove him away 
in disgust any second. 

He didn’t. He never broke the kiss. Kit 

expected at least some surprise, but Raine’s 


response was instant and hungry, indicating to Kit 


that he didn’t get it nearly enough. He pushed Kit 
back, heavy body pinning him against the wall of 
the elevator car, and held Kit’s head in his large 
hands, fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him 
closer. 

Kit had to fight an urge to wrap his arms and 

legs around Raine, wanting to hang on to the strong 
man and feel safe after being so scared for so long. 
The urge confused him. It made no sense. He 
should be afraid of Raine. He was a cop. Chief of 
security, whatever; it meant the same. 

But none of the other cops had kissed him. 

And what a kiss. Clumsy, perhaps, bumping noses 
until they found the right angle, Raine pressing too 
hard, too demanding, lost in the passion. Clumsy 
but so good Kit wanted to lose himself too. 

Raine’s tongue deep in his mouth, Raine’s hands in 
his hair. He didn’t want to open his eyes. Time 
would start again if he did. But he had to. Had to 


let his gaze slide away to the elevator’s control 


panel and the indicator showing them passing 
levels and sections. 

In his mind, he made Raine a silent apology. 

Raine was hot, and he seriously needed to get laid, 
a problem Kit might otherwise have been happy to 
help him with. But not today. 

Now! Kit reached out and smacked the 

Emergency Stop button. The elevator stopped with 
a jolt that jarred Kit’s spine, but he regained his 
balance and shoved hard. Raine stumbled back, got 
his feet tangled together, and fell, crashing against 
the opposite wall. He cursed, surprisingly mildly. 
The doors were open. As Kit had hoped, the 
elevator had stopped close enough to a floor that it 
had triggered the outer doors to open too. The car 
was a meter away from the deck, but he jumped 
down and hit the ground running. He sprinted off 
down an empty corridor. 

No more elevators. Find a repair shaft with 


a ladder in it. He had to get back down to the 


cargo hold and vanish. 

x OK OK 
The stowaway jumped out of the elevator 
before Raine even hit the floor. By the time he’d 
clambered out into the corridor the man was out of 
sight. But somewhere ahead, Raine heard running 
footsteps. 
“Raine, you okay?” Warner’s voice came 
through on his comms as he took a breath, 
regaining his composure and willing his cock to go 
the hell down. 
“I’m fine,” he said as he strode off. “He got 
away from me.” 
“So | saw.” 
He had a flutter of panic, wondering if 
someone had installed cameras in the elevators 
and not told him. Or if he’d left his comms channel 
open when he threw the man he was arresting up 
against the wall and shoved his tongue down the 


guy’s throat. 


“He came out of the elevator like a cork out 

of a bottle,” Warner said. “But I’m tracking him on 
the cameras. Take the next right.” 

He followed her instructions, speeding up 

when she told him the stowaway had found a 
maintenance access shaft and climbed inside. 
Damn, those things were a labyrinth. 

“Scan for body heat in there,” he ordered. 

He’d had too close an encounter with the guy’s 
body heat already. No scanners involved. What the 
hell was he going to put in his report? “The 
prisoner escaped from custody while | was 
distracted by sexually assaulting him”? What the 
hell had come over him? The man wasn’t all that 
good-looking, was he? 

But the hair... Something about the hair. 

Thinking of it made Raine’s softening cock start to 
stiffen up again, and he growled a warning at 
himself to keep his mind on the job. 


“I’ve picked him up on the scanners,” Warner 


reported. “He’s heading down.” 

“He’s probably intending to go to ground in 

one of the cargo containers.” Once he got inside 
one and out of range of the cameras on the door, 
he’d have a hundred places to hide. 

“It would take us days to find him in there.” 

“I know that.” He regretted his snappy tone at 
once. She didn’t deserve the rough edge of his 
tongue. The only person at fault here was himself. 
He could be walking into security with the guy in 
handcuffs right now if he hadn’t lost control. He 
took a deep breath and spoke in a more even tone. 
“Get a squad into position to cut him off 

before he can get inside a container.” 

“Right, Boss.” 

He found an elevator and headed down to 
rendezvous with his squad. At least when they 
caught the man this time, Raine would have 
chaperones, so he couldn’t behave like a lunatic 


again. He closed his eyes as the elevator swished 


away, trying to regain full control of his emotions. 
Breathe deep. Become calm. See the sand and the 
sky and be there in the silence. Forget the anger. 
Forget the lust. Do the job. 

With his eyes still closed, he took his gloves 

from his pocket and put them on, hands chilled 
after sweating. It had been an instant of weakness, 
no more. The stowaway had taken advantage, seen 
a way to distract him. He couldn’t claim he wasn’t 
at fault, but he hadn’t initiated the kiss. 

He’d sure as hell responded. Growing hard in 

an instant—which never happened to him. He just 
wanted the guy so bad. The musky smell of him, a 
few days unwashed, had an excitement to it. Not 
since the old days out in the desert... Stop. 

Sky. Sand. Heat. Calm. 

His eyes snapped open as the elevator doors 

slid back, and he strode out to meet his squad. 
They waited in the long, bare corridor that held the 


doors to the detachable containers holding cargo 


and stores. 

“You're ahead of him,” Warner reported. 

“He’s two levels above you, still moving down.” 
Raine glanced up instinctively, then looked at 

the access panel in the bulkhead where the 
stowaway would have to emerge to come out on 
this deck. It came out right beside the door into the 
container Raine had first seen him in. Did he 
already have a hiding place in there? 

“Knox, Munro, get inside the container. One 

of you go up a level, one down.” Each of the huge, 
detachable containers had three levels. “Don’t go 
too far in case he passes this one.” 

“Right, Boss.” They headed into the 

container. Meanwhile, Raine hid himself and the 
rest of the squad in service alcoves along the 
corridor. They could stay entirely out of sight 
while Warner kept him updated with every move 
their quarry made. In a moment, she confirmed he 


was coming out of the access hatch Raine had 


expected. 

“Got him on camera again,” she said, voice 

soft as if afraid the fugitive would overhear, 
though their earpieces fitted snugly and no sound 
leaked out. “FYI. The bridge is monitoring us.” 

And the captain herself would be on this 

watch, Raine knew. Okay, better end this quick. 
And hope she never found out about the way Raine 
had acted in the elevator. 

“He’s heading into the cargo container,” 

Warner said. 

“Wait for it,” Raine whispered to his squad. 

If they went too soon, the stowaway might double 
back out of the door and run for it. Raine wanted 
him trapped between the men already inside and 
the squad out here, leaving him no place to go but 
into Raine’s arms, ah, their arms. Arrested. 

“He’s five meters inside,” Warner said. 

“Go!” Raine snapped out the order. 


They ran, feet pounding on the metal deck, 


piling through the narrow door into the container. 
The stowaway stood at the top of the steps leading 
to the bottom level. Another set led to the upper 
level, but neither was an option for him, because 
of Munro coming up and Knox coming down. 
Raine’s squad cut off his retreat. Trapped, he 
stared around, eyes huge in his pale face. 

“Give 


yourself 


” 


up, 
Raine 

ordered, 

approaching him slowly, not wanting to panic him. 
“You won’t be hurt.” Or indeed kissed. He had to 
give up, surely. Nowhere to go. Munro passed the 
landing and headed up the last flight, closing in. 
Abruptly, the stowaway spun away from Raine and 
ran straight at Munro, taking off down the steps ata 
dead run. What the hell? Raine ran after him and 


saw him grab the handrail and vault over it. Oh 


hell, no, don’t do that ! Munro made a grab at him, 
missed. 

It would have worked, jumping onto the 

lower flight, passing Munro—if the man could 

have kept his footing after dropping nearly three 
meters onto a metal staircase. 

He couldn’t. He yelled and went tumbling 

down the steps. No! You idiot ! Raine pelted down 
the steps, jumping past Munro, who'd fallen over 
cursing when he made his grab and found only air. 
This was turning into one pig of a day. First grope 
a prisoner, then lose him, then finally kill him. 
Nice work, Chief. 

He swung around the landing and raced down 

the lower flight. His quarry lay at the bottom of the 
steps, arms and legs sprawled around like a 
swatted insect, but moving. Raine first sighed with 
relief and then gave a shout of annoyance. He was 
trying to get up. Instincts taking over, Raine 


jumped the last few steps and slammed the man to 


the deck, a knee in his back, grabbing for his 
wrists. 

“Get the fuck off me!” The man struggled 

under him. “I can’t breathe!” 

Possibly, but Raine wasn’t ready to give him 

the benefit of the doubt yet. He pulled the cuffs 
from his belt and slapped them round one wrist 
and then the other. Only then did he take his weight 
off his prisoner, who went on wriggling around, 
hauling at the cuffs. 

“Stop it.” Raine crouched by him, breathing 

hard. “You’ll only hurt yourself.” 

“I am hurt, you bastard.” 

Raine felt a moment of guilt but shook it off. 
Nobody had forced him to make that stupid jump. 
And he couldn’t be too badly hurt, because he was 
fizzing with rage, face flushed and eyes narrow 
and furious. 

“Then keep still. We’ll take you to the 


infirmary in a second.” 


The rest of the squad arrived, going more 

slowly down the steps than Raine. Sensible if they 
didn’t want to break their necks. Still, he gave 
them a look as he stood. A Boss Special, he’d 
heard them call it. 

“Today would be good, people.” 

“Saw you had it handled, Boss,” Munro said, 
grinning, none the worse for his fall on the steps. 
“Get him on his feet,” Raine said. A couple of 
them hauled the prisoner up, and he yelled when he 
put his feet down. They had to hang on to his arms 
when he lifted his left foot up, wincing. 

“Can’t put any weight on it?” Raine received 

only a pained shake of the head in reply. “Okay. 
Sim.” 

“Boss?” Sim loomed over him. The 

stowaway stared with alarm at the man everyone 
called Big Sim for the obvious reason. 

“Carry him.” 


“Boss.” Giving the prisoner no time to resist, 


Sim grabbed him and slung him over one huge 
Shoulder. Though this quelled most people’s 
resistance once and for all, it seemed to reactivate 
this man’s anger. 

“Hey, put me down, you great big—get your 

hand off my ass!” Sim ignored the words, hauled 
on the man’s belt to adjust his hold, and started to 
carry him up the steps. Raine followed a few steps 
lower down, which brought him head to head with 
the prisoner. 

He glared at Raine and tried to flip his hair 

back off his face. Seeing him like this—upside 
down, flushed bright red, eyes narrowed, hair as 
tangled as a bird’s nest—the moment in the 
elevator seemed even more like an instant of 
madness. The guy was a scarecrow. While they 
were at the infirmary, Raine should ask the doctor 
for an eye exam. 


x OK OK 


Sim set Kit down on a bed in the infirmary 


and moved back, but he stayed close enough to 
quell any trouble. He needn’t have worried; Kit 

had lost his enthusiasm for making trouble. 
Between his ankle and bruising, he felt like lying 
here and sleeping for a week. Maybe he’d wake up 
in his hiding place and getting caught would all be 
a dream. 

A man started running a scanner over Kit. 

“I’m Doctor Skerritt,” he said. “Lie still, please. 

Did you hit your head?” 

“No.” Kit didn’t look at the doctor; he looked 

at Raine, who'd followed them in and stood at the 
doctor’s shoulder, watchful and wary. At a signal 
from him, Sim moved farther back and stood by the 
door. 

“The ankle isn’t broken. It’s badly sprained, 
though.” The doctor injected something to numb the 
pain, and a nurse started taking Kit’s shoe off. 

“You won't be going anywhere for a few days.” 


“He won't be going anywhere except the brig 


for some time,” Raine said. 

What a dick. 

They must be too far out to send him home. 

They could hardly turn around; they had schedules 
to keep. But would they hand him over to some 
ship heading to Drexler? 

The brig might be preferable, especially if he 

had Raine watching over him. After the way he’d 
responded to the kiss, the classic “seduce the 
guard” tactic would be a shoo-in. When the doctor 
moved away to tap information into a terminal, 
Raine stepped closer and reached for Kit’s hand. 
Entirely on instinct, Kit let Raine take it, wishing 
Raine’s gloves were gone, wanting skin-to-skin 
contact with him again. 

Raine swiped his Link’s scanner along Kit’s 

hand. “Thank you,” he said, stepping back and 
speaking into the comms. “Warner, I’m sending our 
guest’s fingerprints through. Run them through the 


police data from Drexler, please.” 


“Jerk!” Kit shoved his hand under the sheet 

on the bed, flushing and cursing himself for a fool. 
Did you think he wanted to hold your hand, 

idiot? 

Raine didn’t react to the insult. He wore a 

closed and guarded expression. No wonder, since 
he’d revealed too much already in the elevator. 
Too late to mend it. Kit smiled to himself. / know 
you now, Raine 3rdM. | know what you want. 
“Hello, Chief. You certainly livened up a dull 
afternoon on the bridge.” 

“Captain.” Raine snapped to attention as a 
woman came in. Short and in her fifties, with hair 
cropped like most spacers, she wore the crew 
uniform somewhat more casually than Raine. 
Raine relaxed his stance a second after going into 
it, but he stayed tense, and Kit decided he must be 
fighting the urge to salute. 

“Good work catching him.” 


She wouldn’t be saying that if she’d seen 


what happened in the elevator. 

“Ms. Warner coordinated the pursuit,” Raine 

said. 

“Excellent. Pass on my appreciation.” She 

turned to Kit. “I’m Captain Victoria Dryden. I’m in 
command of this freighter.” 

“gj” 

“Hi.” His casual greeting produced a smile 

from her and a frown from Raine. “What’s your 
name?” 

“Kit.” They had his prints; they’d have his 

name any second. No point in staying anonymous. 
Anyway, he needed a different approach with her. 
She was the captain, but she was also a middle- 
aged woman. She might even have kids not far 
from Kit’s age. “Please don’t send me back.” He 
wouldn’t survive in prison. 

“We'll get to that. How did he get hurt?” 

“He fell down some stairs.” Raine grimaced. 


“| know how that sounds, ma'am.” 


“Quite,” she said. “Did you fall down some 

Stairs, Kit?” 

He could stir up trouble for Raine, accuse 

him of brutality, he supposed. But what would it 
achieve? “Yes, ma’am.” 

“All right, then. How did you spot him, Mr. 
Raine?” 

“I saw him in a stores container on the 

monitors. As you see, he’s wearing a uniform of 
the ore plant admin people. That fooled me at first. 
But | saw him again, and | got suspicious.” 
“Why?” 

“I didn’t recognize him, and it appeared to me 

he was walking around checking things but not 
doing any actual work.” 

“Ah, and you knew the ship already had a full 
complement of people who walk around checking 
things and don’t do any work.” 

Kit chuckled. Oh, yeah, this lady knew about 


the world of business. 


“Be quiet,” Raine ordered him. 

“Calm down,” Dryden said. “It was a joke. 
Laughing at the captain’s jokes is not only 
permitted but in fact encouraged.” 

“Oh. Yes, of course, ma’am, very funny.” 

She caught Kit’s eye, and he thought he saw 

her give a tiny eye-roll. He gave her a smile in 
response. We're all pals. You wouldn’t send poor 
little Kit back to a horrible fate, would you? 
“Christopher Miller.” Kit’s head snapped 

around at the sound of his full name. Raine looked 
up from his Link, and there was a kind of sadness 
in his eyes. Disappointment. He turned to Dryden. 
“He was in custody on Drexler awaiting trial for 
theft from the company he worked for. He 
escaped.” 

“I was framed.” 

Raine ignored the protest. “No previous 

criminal record. No record of violence. Just a 


thief.” 


“I’m not a thief.” 

The disappointed look again, and this time it 
made Kit furious. Raine didn’t know the facts— 
didn’t want to know the facts—but he stood there 
passing judgment anyway. He tried to sit up, but 
the pain of his bruises and leg made him flop back 
down. 

“Thank you.” Dryden’s voice was cooler and 

more serious than a moment ago. “Okay, what to 
do with him? The usual procedure is to put a 
stowaway to work until we can put him off the 
ship.” 

“I wouldn’t recommend letting him roam 

loose, ma’am. He could be a saboteur or spy from 
a rival company.” 

“I don’t think any of our commercial rivals 

have declared war on Colonial Freight yet. 
Anyway, if they wanted to spy on us or sabotage 
us, they’d get a regular crewperson onto the roster. 


It makes no sense to put a stowaway on board 


who'll probably be locked up when he’s found.” 
She turned to Kit. “Are you prepared to work, Mr. 
Miller? Work hard?” 

“Yes, ma'am.” 

“And follow all the rules and restrictions 

we'll have to place on you?” 

“Yes, ma'am. I’m not here to make trouble, | 
swear. Things...ended up this way. Nothing | ever 
planned.” 

She turned back to Raine. “Then I’d rather 

have him earning his keep than sitting idle in the 
brig. | believe the galley is short one junior 
steward’s assistant this trip.” 

The galley. That’s what they called a kitchen 

ona ship, wasn’t it? “Junior steward’s assistant” 
probably fell somewhere behind the ship’s cat in 
the hierarchy on board, but it had to be better than 
sitting in a cell for however long it took before 
they kicked him off the ship. 


“It involves plenty of scrubbing and elbow 


grease, Mr. Miller,” Dryden said. “Something | 
don’t expect to hear a word of complaint about.” 
“You won't. Thank you, Captain.” He glanced 

at Raine, who was scowling at him. 

“Where’s he going to sleep?” Raine asked. 

“I thought the bunk room the men of your 

squad sleep in,” Dryden said. Raine stared. 
“Ma'am?” 

“Where better to keep an eye on him?” 

“But...” Raine stopped, regarding Kit with 
narrowed eyes, clearly unhappy with this 
arrangement. Kit grinned, hoping to make him even 
less happy. 

“Yes, Captain. But I think there’s something 

else we can do to keep an eye on him.” 

Chapter Three 

Kit’s hair. Raine couldn’t stop thinking about 

it. He lay in his bunk every night and relived the 
moment when he'd whipped the cap off Kit’s head 


and his hair fell down. Remembered Kit standing 


braced against the wall, legs apart, a pose both 
tense and inviting. Thought of running his hands 
over Kit as he searched him. The legs. The hips. 
The butt. God, the butt. 

But the hair had tipped Raine into the moment 

of madness he’d given in to when Kit turned 

around in his arms. Imagining Kit’s hand instead, 
he touched his already hard cock. What if Kit 
hadn’t escaped from him in the elevator? Had 
instead fallen to his knees, unzipped Raine’s 
pants... 

Which was insane. He’d never been turned on 

by the idea of having sex where he might be caught 
in the act. Nevertheless, the thought of it made him 
moan softly and stroke himself more firmly, desire 
mounting. 

Kit started sucking his cock, looking up at 

Raine with eyes like grass after a storm. So good, 
and not enough. He pulled Kit to the floor to lavish 


kisses on his lean body. They weren’t in the 


elevator; they were in the desert, both naked now, 
in deepest night. The blue-white light of the 
primary moon bathed them, turning Kit’s pale skin 
softly pearlescent. Raine’s dream come true after 
so many long lonely nights out there with no 
company but the strange life that buzzed and 
clicked in the darkness as it struggled to make it to 
dawn. He’d grown up with tales of ghosts and 
demons out in the deep desert. Could there be 
angels too? An angel had come out of the darkness 
to lie at his side. 

Not at his side but under him, long slender 

limbs wrapped around Raine, head back, hair 
spread on the sand. Raine kissed Kit’s elegant 
neck, feeling the pounding pulse under his lips, the 
heat of Kit’s marble-smooth skin, tasting the salt of 
sweat. He thrust into Kit, making him cry out and 
arch up like a cat, eyes wild, frantic, clinging to 
Raine’s shoulders as he begged for more more 


more. 


Coming together. Kit screaming with pleasure 
while Raine’s mind shattered into fragments of 
Starlight. Together. Raine holding Kit’s trembling, 
recovering body, their chests heaving. 
Raine sighed as his mind reassembled itself, 
and he was back, lying on his bunk, sweaty, sticky, 
and alone. God, this was a mess. He rose and got 
in his shower. Kit was expected to leave the 
infirmary tomorrow, and Raine would have to deal 
with him, so he couldn’t keep thinking about him 
this way. Every night his thoughts started in the 
elevator and ended up in places Raine could never 
go with Kit. Never. 
He turned the shower to cold. 

x OK OK 
Five days after the team captured Kit, Sim 
and Knox brought him into Raine’s office. The 
doctor had passed him fit to leave the infirmary 
and start work. Raine hadn’t worried about how to 


keep an eye on him so far, since he could barely 


walk, but now he was mobile again, they had to 
institute some security. 

“Dismissed,” Raine said to the other two. 

“Leave the door open.” Best not to be alone with 
him after what happened in the elevator. Kit didn’t 
look as if he wanted to kiss Raine today, though. 
He regarded him with a glowering expression. 

“Sit down.” Raine’s natural inclination would 

be to leave him standing, but he’d seen Kit limping 
as he came in. Kit subjected the chair to a scowl, 
as if it had said something insulting about his 
mother, and then sat. 

“We found your hiding place,” Raine said. 

“Cleared it out.” 

“Shame, I’d just got it nice.” 

“We didn’t find much in the way of personal 
belongings.” 

“I didn’t have time to check a bag before | 

stowed away.” 


Raine ignored the smart-aleck answers and 


opened a desk drawer. He took out the bundle of 
cash they’d found in the hiding place and put it on 
the desk. Kit froze. “Is this the money you stole?” 
“No! | mean, | didn’t steal any money. | told 

you, remember? I’m innocent.” 

“Yes, | remember you told me.” 

“That money...” He stopped, shook his head. 

“It was given to me.” 

“I’m sure. A gift from a friend?” 

“It’s none of your fucking business, okay? I’m 
here. I’m going to work and follow your rules. The 
rest of it you can keep your big nose out of.” 
“Watch your mouth.” Raine stood, feeling a 

flush rise to his face to match the one on Kit’s. Kit 
tensed, but his expression stayed defiant, chin up. 
He had dark shadows under his eyes, and Raine 
remembered how hard it could be to get a good 
night’s sleep in the infirmary. Kit must be tired and 
Snappy because of it. He felt the same way himself; 


he’d slept poorly the last few nights. 


He took a breath to calm himself and saw Kit 

do the same thing at the same moment. Sky. Sun. 
Sand. He repeated the words in his head and felt 
himself relax. Did Kit have a mantra like that? 
Drexler was a rainy place where most of the 
population lived in one gigantic city. Did Kit 
imagine the sounds of a rainy night to calm 
himself? 

“Okay, it’s not my business,” Raine said, in a 
voice so calm it sounded offhand. “Making sure 
you behave yourself is.” He took a device from a 
desk drawer, a band about the size of a bracelet. 
“Are you right- or left-handed?” 

“What?” 

Raine held up the bracelet. “Which wrist 

would you prefer this on?” 

“Neither for preference. But it’s too big fora 

cock ring, even for me.” He smirked when Raine 
flushed again. Dammit, don’t react; he’s trying to 


get under your skin. 


“Left or right?” he persisted, voice lizard- 

cold, unhinging the bracelet. 

Kit held his left arm out. “Is this something 
useful, or do you have a sideline in jewelry 
design?” 

“It’s a tracking device.” Raine snapped it 

closed around Kit’s wrist. 

“Oh, of course it is. You couldn’t have got me 

one in green? I’m told green brings out my eyes.” 
His eyes were gray, but warm, and yes, Raine 
could imagine in the right lighting they could look 
green. As green as they looked in his fantasies. He 
tore his gaze from Kit’s eyes and checked the 
bracelet. Definitely locked closed. 

“I can track you anywhere on the ship. If you 

go somewhere off-limits, l'II Know immediately.” 
“How am | supposed to know where | can’t 

go? Is this one of those, ‘you'll find out the rules 
when you break them’ scenarios?” 


“You'll be told. If you take it off or break it, 


I'll Know.” 

“Then you'll have me on the carpet, eh?” 

Have him? Raine’s mouth went dry at the 
thought. 

“I think it’s secure,” Kit said quietly. “You 

can let me go now. If you want to.” 

Raine realized he was holding Kit’s hand. 

He’d moved from the wrist without even realizing 
it. He let go like it was hot and backed up several 
steps. Kit looked up at him through his eyelashes, 
through his bangs, and the look was so calculated 
it made Raine as angry as it made him hot. 

The same attempt at distraction he’d tried in 

the elevator. Raine suddenly wondered if Kit might 
not simply be a thief but also a con artist. Well, he 
wouldn’t con Raine. Not again. He went back 
behind his desk, turning away from the gray eyes 
and the glossy black hair. The hair he saw every 
time he closed his eyes to sleep. The hair he 


remembered having his hands buried in while his 


lips were on Kit’s. 

Oh hell, he had to get this under control. A 

con man would home in on this weakness like a 
hawk on its prey. He’d own Raine. He put on his 
gloves. He kept his office warm enough not to need 
them, but he felt a need not for warmth but a 
barrier. Protection for his skin, which felt 
vulnerable and easily provoked into betraying him. 
Kit fiddled with the tracker, checking if it 

would come off over his hand. Impossible. Though 
loose enough to turn on his wrist, he couldn’t slip 
it over his hand without crushing the bones first. 
“What if | had to get it off?” 

“You won’t have to.” 

“There might be a reason.” 

“None that I can think of.” 

“What about when | take a shower?” 

Don’t picture him in the shower. “It’s 

waterproof.” Raine cleared his throat when his 


voice came out hoarse. 


“I’m going to be working in a kitchen. It’s not 
hygienic.” 

“Keep it clean and you'll be fine.” 

Kit fiddled with it some more, a troubled 

look on his face. “It freaks me out that you can 
track me all over the ship.” 

“Not my problem. You agreed to obey the 

rules we set for you. Would you rather be in the 
brig?” 

“Would you be standing guard?” 

“Don’t.” Raine scowled at him. “Don’t try to 

get around me. It’s not going to work.” 

Anger flashed in Kit’s eyes for a moment, but 
then he grinned again and leaned back in the chair. 
He let his hand hang down over the armrest, 
showing off the tracker as if he were modeling it 
for a commercial. 

“We'll see. Okay, l'Il wear your pretty 

bracelet. Can | add some sequins? A little glitter?” 


“Add whatever you like, as long as you keep 


it on. You’re also going to report to me once a day 
about your movements.” 


“What? Why? You’re tracking me wherever | 


"m 


go. 
“Because | want to know why you're going 

where you're going. Make sure you have a good 
reason to be there.” 

“Does that include the bathroom?” 

“Knock it off. Okay, here, this is for you.” He 
passed a ship’s Link over to Kit. “It will show you 
a plan of the ship and where you’re allowed to go. 
There isn’t much else you can do with it, but you 
can use the messaging and planner and the ship’s 
library if you like to read. Be aware | can monitor 
your activity on it. Make any attempt to get at the 
rest of the network and you will spend the voyage 
in the brig. Clear?” 

“Crystal.” Kit tapped on the Link’s screen. 

“Are there any games on it?” 


“You're already playing enough games.” 


Kit looked up at him with surprise, then 
grinned. “You're getting to know me already, 
Chief.” 

“Don’t call me Chief. It’s not appropriate.” 
The captain and the other officers called him 
Chief, but Kit shouldn’t. He held no rank on the 
ship, and he wasn’t under Raine’s command. 
“What should | call you then? ‘Cuddles’? 
‘Snuggle bunny’?” 

More games. “You can call me Raine.” 

“Aw, | thought we were friends. Can’t I call 
you by your first name? | hate formality.” 
“You can call me Raine.” 

“And what will you call me?” 

“Mr. Miller.” 

“Ah, yes. The way the cops do it,” Kit said 
with some bitterness. 

“I’m not a cop.” 

“Oh, so you just have a stick up your ass?” 


The tone of polite enquiry almost unmanned 


Raine. He fought a war between spluttering in 
outrage and collapsing into laughter. Frigid calm 
won instead. 

“Get up. l'Il show you where you're going to 
Sleep.” 

“Is it anywhere near where you sleep?” 

“Ask me that again when that becomes any of 
your business.” 

An appropriate reply. But as he led Kit to the 
bunk rooms, Raine found himself wishing they 
were going to his cabin instead. As they walked 
through the cold corridors, he imagined his warm 
cabin and his bed, Kit beside him, skin to skin. 
Thief, con man, whatever, it didn’t matter. 

He didn’t take Kit to his cabin; he took him to 
the bunk room occupied by the male security 
officers. A couple of them were in there sleeping. 
“Here,” Raine said quietly as they walked 

into the dimly lit room. “This bunk will be yours.” 


He pointed out a lower bunk. “Check those 


drawers underneath and the locker on the left and 
you'll find clothes and other essentials. Bathrooms 
and showers through there.” He pointed at a door. 
“Cozy,” Kit said in a soft voice. 
“You start your first shift in the galley in six 
hours. l’d suggest you get some sleep before then.” 
“Right.” Kit took out the Link he’d put into a 
pocket and tapped it a couple of times. “You’ve 
got my shifts set up in the planner. Thanks.” 
“And your daily check-in sessions. Don’t be 
late.” 
“Oh, l'Il never keep you waiting, Raine.” 
He drew out the name, made it sound sensual, 
sultry. Ridiculous. It was just a name. Without 
another word, Raine turned and left. Standing with 
Kit beside a bed in a dimly lit room brought up far 
too many disturbing thoughts to allow him to 
linger. 

x OK OK 


“You'll have to tie your hair back.” The chief 


steward Trish Ellis looked at Kit’s long hair with 

a slightly bemused expression. Like most people 
aboard, she wore her hair short. 

“| don’t have to wear a hairnet, do |?” As 

he’d passed through the galley on the way to report 
to Trish’s office, he’d passed a man and woman 
preparing food. Both wore hairnets, even with 
their crops. 

“No,” Trish said. “You’re not a food handler. 

The only food you'll be dealing with is scraps 
when you’re clearing the tables. So, um, Mr. 
Miller—” 

“Call me Kit.” 

“Kit, okay. Your duties will mostly involve 

cleanup of the galley and mess hall. You’ll also 
have the job of bringing up supplies from the food 
storage container to restock the pantries up here. 
Have you worked in catering before?” 

“No.” 


“I’m sure you'll soon catch on. If you work 


hard and prove to me you’re reliable, l'Il see what 
other duties | can give you.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Oh, Raine would be so 

pleased with him—the model junior steward’s 
assistant. Kit had every intention of working hard 
and proving himself reliable and trustworthy. He’d 
always taken pride in doing a good job. But it also 
meant they’d be off guard when his chance came. 
“Come and meet Gracie. That’s Grace 

Maddison.” Trish led him from the office. “You'll 
be working with her most of the time. She’s going 
to show you the ropes.” 

For some reason, he’d expected someone 

older, but Gracie was a couple of years younger 
than Kit himself. They found her cleaning the 
serving counter with a bucket of steaming soapy 
water. 

“Gracie,” Trish said. “This is Kit Miller.” 

Gracie looked up at him—she was quite short 


—and grinned. “Hi, Kit. Am | glad to see you. | 


thought | was going to be scrubbing this place all 
by myself for the next four months.” 

She wiped her wet hand on her apron and 

held it out. Kit shook it and found it still damp and 
soapy. 

“Sorry,” Gracie said. “Here.” She handed 

him a towel, which only made both his hands wet. 
“Gracie,” Trish said, “lIl leave him with you 

like we discussed so you can get him to work, 
okay?” She went back to her office. 

Kit reached for the scrubbing brush Gracie 

had been using. “So let’s get this counter 
scrubbed.” 

“You need an apron first,” she said. “These 
whites soon soak through.” 

“Not exactly the height of fashion either.” The 
baggy kitchen gear he’d found in the drawers under 
his bed was sexless. “Might as well wear a sack.” 
“Tell me about it.” She handed him a white 


apron from a rack. 


It helped. He tied the apron quite low and let 

the bib fold down over the front. Not great, but at 
least it gave him his hips and waist back. Gracie 
laughed. 

“You're the only person I’ve seen who can 

make that outfit look good.” She fished around in 
the bucket of water and came out with another 
scrubbing brush. “Okay, first we clean out the 
steam-tray slots. Always check they’re cold first.” 
She held her hand inside one of the deep recesses 
on the counter, nodded, and began scrubbing it out. 
Kit followed her example. 

“Nothing could make these shoes look good,” 

he said. They had thick rubber soles and a plain, 
black, deeply unappealing upper. 

“No, but believe me, by the end of a day spent 

on your feet, you'll be grateful for them. They’re 
comfortable if nothing else.” 

“So I’m going to be on my feet all day, huh?” 


“Yep, that’s the way of it for us dogsbodies. 


Lowest of the low. The captain doesn’t have a 
parrot, but if she did, it would get paid more than 
us.” She stopped and grimaced at her words. “I’m 
sorry. | didn’t think. It’s kind of weird, you being, 
you know, what you are.” 

“A stowaway, you mean?” He smiled at her. 

“It’s okay; you can Say it.” 

She nodded but didn’t ask him any more about 

it. Good. He liked her already but not enough to 
tell her all his secrets. 

“What’s that thing on your wrist?” Gracie 

asked. 

Kit scowled at the tracker. With a malicious 

smile, he stuck his arm into the hot water bucket up 
to the elbow. Waterproof my ass. 

“It’s a tracker, so Chief Stick-up-the-ass can 

see where | am all the time and can send his hit 
squad after me if | take a wrong turn.” 

“You mean Chief Raine? Aw, he’s a sweet 


guy. You don’t like him?” 


“He’s my jailer,” Kit said grimly, which 

silenced her—for about twenty seconds. 

“Where are you from, Kit?” 

“Drexler.” 

“Me too.” 

“How long have you been aboard?” 

“Four years.” 

Hmm. Four years and still scrubbing the 

galley. Kit wondered what held her back from 
advancing. 

“You like it here?” he asked. 

“Oh yeah. Trish is nice, and Paul and Penny, 

the cooks, they’re fine too. What did you do back 
on Drex?” 

“Junior exec at an investment company. | was 
doing okay. Making my way up.” 

He’d made good progress. He’d worked hard 
and played the games you played to climb the 
corporate ladder, in the office and the bedroom. 


But then... Gracie was looking at him, a then 


what? expression on her face, even though she 
didn’t say the words. Kit shrugged as if he didn’t 
care. 

“Doesn't matter. It’s the past.” 

“What about family?” 

“There was just me and my mom. Then there 

was just me.” At least she hadn't lived to see her 
son end up as a fugitive, branded a thief. 

“Sorry.” 

“What about you?” 

“Nobody worth sticking around for.” Some 
bitterness underlay her words. 

Kit scrubbed in thoughtful silence for a while. 
He’d submerged the tracker in the bucket of water 
a few times as he worked, and so far Raine hadn’t 
come charging in with all guns blazing. Looked 
like the thing was as waterproof as he claimed. 
“So tell me about the crew,” he said. “Like 

what about Chief Stick-up-the-ass?” 


“Raine? Why Raine?” 


“I get the feeling I’m going to spend a lot of 
time with him.” 

“Oh yes?” She gave him a knowing look. 

“I mean, | have to report to him every day so 
he can give me a pop quiz about what | did today.” 
“Oh, that’s the reason, is it?” 

“What else could it be?” He teased her with a 
face the picture of innocence. 

“I can’t imagine. Or | could, but then I’d have 
to go dump a bucket of cold water over myself, 
and I’m already soaked.” 

“Gracie!” 

She giggled, and sobered after a second. 
“Raine’s nice. He’s always polite to me. Lots of 
the crew don’t even notice | exist. But he isn’t 
stuck-up that way.” 

Those were points in his favor, Kit supposed. 
His personal interactions with Raine couldn’t be 
classified as “polite.” 


“Right, we’re done here.” Gracie tossed her 


scrubbing brush back in the bucket with a splash. 
“Time to get some fresh hot water and mop the 
floor.” 

Kit followed her to fill up a couple of buckets 

on wheels. When he squeezed cleaning fluid into 
the water as it ran from the faucet, the citrus smell 
took him straight back to the elevator and the scent 
of Raine’s skin. The thought gave him a fluttering 
low in his belly, but he turned his mind from it and 
back to the woman at his side. Petite and 
forgettable-looking, her hair limp and skin pink 
from the steam, but with a sweet smile. She made 
him feel a different kind of warmth than the 
thoughts of Raine did. She could be a friend. 

Not that he had time for making friends. He 

had more important things on his mind. They set to 
work mopping the floor of the mess hall, working 
around the bolted-down tables and bench seats. Kit 
grinned and shook his head, suddenly aware of the 


classic nature of his situation. 


“Look at me. A stowaway, swabbing the 

deck. Life is like a story sometimes.” 

“One with a happy ending?” Gracie asked. 

Then she blushed again. “Sorry.” 

“Maybe,” Kit said, not wanting her to think 

she'd upset him. “lIl figure something out.” 

They worked in silence for a while, no sound 

but the splashing of water, the slapping of the mops 
onto the deck, and the squeal of their shoes or 
rumble of the bucket wheels. 

Kit would figure something out. But first he 
needed more information. Raine would be 
Suspicious of any questions he asked. But Gracie 
was his friend already. 

“So, Gracie,” he said. “Since | came aboard 
so...informally, | didn’t get a chance to pick up an 
itinerary. Where’s this ship going anyway?” 

“First we go to an asteroid field. The ore 

workers are there, extracting the ores.” 


“Ah, extracting the ores,” he said in a mock 


serious tone, and she flicked her mop at him. A 
few drops of soapy water splashed onto his pants. 
“Yes. Extracting the ores. You know, iron and 
copper and...and zinc and stuff.” 

“Copper’s been a good investment for a 

while,” Kit said, musing. “Though I never had the 
capital to deal on the commodities market... Um, 
anyway, go on.” 

Gracie shrugged. “Nothing very exciting 

happens. We'll arrive at the asteroid field in about 
two weeks, and they'll load the ore onboard. The 
workers all come aboard, and they process the 
ore.” 

“In transit, right? So rather than hauling a big 

load of raw materials, they process it and charge a 
markup for the refined product. Efficient. And it 
eliminates the need for processing facilities 
planetside.” 

“I,..1 guess. Wow, you sound like you know 


all about this stuff.” 


Kit shrugged. “Just learning.” 

“Well, you sound really smart.” 

Yes, he thought, I’m a smart guy. A smart guy 
like me can figure a way out of this mess. He 
stopped as his back came up against the serving 
counter. Wet floor surrounded him in every 
direction. Ah, yeah. A real smart guy. 

Gracie saw his predicament and grinned. 

She’d been working her way back toward one of 
the doors into the kitchen. 

“Kit,” she said. “You have a lot to learn 

about mopping.” 

Maybe. But he could figure a way out of 
anything. He lifted his mop and bucket over the 
serving counter, then climbed over it. No 
footprints on his nice clean floor. They emptied the 
buckets and squeezed out the mops. 

“So what’s at this asteroid field besides 

ores?” Kit asked, trying to sound casual. 


“There’s a space station we dock at.” 


Docks meant other ships. Good. 

“And where then?” 

“We make a long run out to Saira station and 

drop a load of cargo there, then work our way 
home through the colony worlds, dropping off and 
picking up cargo.” 

“Four months to the first stop at Saira, right?” 
“Yeah. We could go faster, but we'll be in a 

convoy. We need an escort because of pirates.” 

Kit nodded. He’d heard of the problems of 

Ships being attacked for their cargos. A convoy 
meant more ships. More opportunities. But the 
escort... 

“Earth military ships for the escort?” 

“Yes. We'll join up with them after the ore 
take-on.” 

Kit started to worry. When they joined the 

convoy, the captain might decide to hand him over 
to the custody of the military. It would be the smart 


thing to do. He had to get out of here before they 


joined then. It had to be at the station at the 
asteroid field. He could skivvy for two weeks 
while he made his plans. 

Gracie glanced at the clock. “Come on, 

we’ve got some time, and Trish said to give you a 
tour.” 

“Great.” He’d need to learn his way around, 

and he could ask her questions, all seemingly 
innocent, but all the while assessing his 
opportunities. 

As they went out, a man came in, quite a tall 

guy with chestnut brown hair grown in longer than 
most spacers. 

“Coffee fresh, Gracie?” he said, and then his 
eyes met Kit’s. “Hello.” 

“Hi,” Kit said and smiled. The smile the man 
gave him in return lit up his warm brown eyes. 
“That’s Jon Parker,” Gracie said as they left 

the room. “He’s the systems officer. He’s nice.” 


Kit glanced back to see Parker checking out his 


ass. 

Oh yes, this place offered Kit all kinds of 
opportunities. 

Chapter Four 

“Had quite a tour,” Raine said, looking at the 

data from Kit’s tracker on his monitor. It ran a 
speeded-up replay of his movements the previous 
day. A little blue dot raced around the schematic of 
the ship. 

Kit stood in front of Raine’s desk. He’d 

glanced at the chair when he came in, but Raine 
hadn’t invited him to sit. He shouldn’t let Kit feel 
too at home. Stick to business. Not so easy to do. 
Kit hadn’t come to Raine’s office wearing his 
baggy kitchen whites; he wore dark pants and a 
black shirt. His off-duty wardrobe consisted of 
scrounged-together clothes left behind by long- 
departed former crew members. Raine didn’t 
know how he managed to look so good in 


borrowed clothes, but he was standing there damn 


well working it. His stance made him a dark, lean 
shape against the plain bulkheads of the office. 
“Trish said Gracie should give me a tour,” 

Kit explained, bringing Raine’s attention back, his 
gaze pulled away from the shallow curve of Kit’s 
hip. 

Trish. Kit had met the chief steward 

yesterday, and he already called her Trish. Raine 
had known her three years and still called her Ms. 
Ellis. He let the informality pass, but if Kit started 
calling the captain “Vicky,” he would have to 
draw the line. 

“You managed to stay out of any areas you 
aren’t allowed to go.” 

“Used the Link.” Kit patted his ass—his 

pocket. “You’ve got some good facilities here.” 
“We make long trips. The company is quite 
generous.” 

“So can | use them?” 


“Which ones were you thinking of?” 


“The rec room. The gym. Sauna.” His voice 
lowered on the last word. 

“Yes,” Raine said, his own voice hoarse. 

“That’s fine. Um, how was your first day in the 
galley?” Why did he ask? He saw some surprise 
on Kit’s face. They should be finished. Kit had 
explained his movements. Raine had no reason to 
keep him here any longer. No professionally 
acceptable reason. 

“Fine,” Kit said, smiling. “I’ve got a lot to 

learn about mopping, apparently, but I think l'Il 
pick it up. Gracie’s great. | think lII enjoy 
working with her.” 

“Um, yes, she’s a sweet kid.” Kit positively 
glowed when he talked about her. He couldn’t be 
interested in her, could he? 

“She took me to the observation deck.” He 
grinned. “She said people like to go up there to 
neck under the stars.” 


They did and were known to get carried 


away. You’d think adults would realize when 

they’d gotten to the point they needed to go and 
find some privacy. Would Kit be necking with 
anyone up there? With Gracie? He could be 
interested in women too. Or only women. The kiss 
in the elevator might have meant nothing. Might 
have been a pure distraction. The surge of anger 
and jealousy Raine felt at this idea unnerved him. 
No. It couldn’t be true. If that kiss came from 
someone not interested in kissing men, then Kit 
was the best actor Raine had ever seen. 

But Kit couldn’t be interested in Gracie. Not 
because he couldn’t also be interested in women, 
but because he was out of her league. Gracie might 
be a sweet kid, but she didn’t have much going for 
her. No, Kit was way out of her league. And what 
about Raine’s league? It didn’t matter. Kit should 
not even be on Raine’s radar. It would be entirely 
inappropriate. But Kit might be looking for allies 


to help him later. He could wrap a girl like Gracie 


around his little finger and make her do anything 
for him. 

“You know,” Kit said, “when you said you'd 

be keeping an eye on me, | didn’t realize you meant 
you'd have me stand here while you goggle me to 
death.” 

“lam not ogling,” Raine protested, feeling 

heat rise to his face. 

“Um, | didn’t say ogle. | said goggle.” Kit 

grinned. “Interesting mishearing there, Mr. Raine. 
What is your first name anyway?” 

“None of your business.” He didn’t know 

why he said it, but it felt right. He should create a 
barrier between them—keep Kit from being so 
intimate and informal, the way he already 
apparently was with Trish and Gracie. 

“Let me guess it. Summer? Autumn?” 

“What?” 

“Summer 


Raine. 


Maybe...Unseasonable 

Raine? Heavy Raine? Light Raine with Sunny 
Intervals Later.” 

“You seem to be under the impression my 

parents were comedians. Nothing could be further 
from the truth.” 

“I could ask someone or look it up.” 

“Go ahead, then.” Raine affected an 

unconcerned air. It would be different if Kit found 
it out some other way. It wouldn’t be an invitation 
to use it, though he probably would anyway. 

“Oh no,” Kit said. “Too easy. You'll tell me 
eventually. l'Il get it. | just have to choose the right 
moment to ask. Say when I’ve got your attention 
distracted.” He smiled seductively and adjusted 
his loose hair so that it fell in a glossy flood over 
his left shoulder. Raine swallowed and pulled his 
chair closer to the desk. 

“You have several months to find your 


moment.” 


The remark didn’t seem to sit well. Kit 
frowned and shoved the hair back out of sight. His 
voice seemed colder when he spoke. 
“May | go?” 
“Yes. Report here again tomorrow.” 
“Fine.” The tone said “anything but fine.” But 
he’d report here tomorrow, like it or not. 
“You can go, Mr. Miller.” 
“Thank you, Mr. Raine.” 

x OK x 
Jon Parker, the “nice” systems officer, had 
been sitting lingering over his coffee after lunch 
for at least a half hour. Though Gracie had told Kit 
they usually waited for everyone to leave before 
they cleaned the tables and swept up, Kit got the 
feeling Parker wanted them to start while he was 
still there. 
“Why don’t you finish up here?” Kit said to 
Gracie, the two of them loading the big 


dishwashing machine. “lIl start cleanup of the 


dining room.” 

Gracie leaned back to see through the serving 
hatch and saw Parker. She grinned at Kit. “Oh, 
sure. You go ahead.” 

He wasn’t fooling her for a second. He 

grabbed the cleaning materials and headed out 
there. Parker saw him come in, glanced over, and 
smiled but said nothing. Kit proceeded to wash off 
tables. This meant he had to lean over them, and he 
could feel Parker’s gaze on him. Oh yeah, work it, 
baby. Shake the old moneymaker. He rolled his 
eyes at himself. You’re not a stripper, dummy. 
You're a kitchen hand, and you aren’t making 

any money. 

“Am | in your way?” Parker said when Kit 

came to his table. 

“Oh, don’t rush yourself,” Kit said. “I can 

work around you.” 

Rushing was hardly the word. The lunch 


sitting had ended thirty minutes ago. Kit wasn’t the 


only totally transparent person around here. 

He sprayed the cleaning fluid on the table and 
wiped it down. 

“Smells nice,” Parker said. 

“Yes, doesn’t it? All citrusy.” 

“Oh, | thought it had more of a vanilla scent.” 

He had an arch look, and Kit smiled at him. 

Kit had used a shampoo that morning that he 
Suspected was favored more by the women on the 
crew, but he couldn’t resist. The vanilla scent 
reminded him of his mother. A comfort in this 
place when he was so far from home and all alone. 
Perhaps not alone for much longer. Could 

Parker help him somehow? Would he? Maybe—if 
Kit was nice enough to him. He could make anyone 
do anything for him when he turned on the charm. 
On the other hand, he didn’t want to cause anyone 
here any trouble. Aside from Raine. He’d probably 
get in plenty of trouble when Kit escaped. Serve 


him right. 


Still, even if Parker couldn’t help Kit escape, 

there were other reasons to hook up with him. He 
was cute. Kit would do him in a heartbeat. He had 
not only great hair and a nice face, but also a fine, 
lean physique, neither wiry nor bulky. Kind of like 
Jeff, though older. Don’t think about Jeff. 

“You okay?” Parker said, and Kit realized he 

must have let the surge of pain and anger show on 
his face. 

“Fine,” Kit said, pasting a smile back on. He 

pulled himself together. Focus. He had one knee 
up on the bench, and he slid along until he was 
standing close to Parker. He held up the spray 
bottle and nodded at Parker’s Link. “Give your 
screen a polish, mister?” 

Parker chuckled. “No thank you. I, ah...” He 
stopped, looking up at Kit, who edged an inch or 
two closer, giving out the invitation clearly. Parker 
raised a hand and rested it on Kit’s hip. Kit didn’t 


object. “Maybe you'd like to come by my cabin 


later,” Parker said. 

“Sounds nice.” 

“We could have a drink and...whatever 
transpires.” 

Kit liked the sound of things transpiring. He 
could see all kinds of things transpiring in a nice 
private cabin. After days of sleeping in a bunk 
room with a bunch of security guards, he was 
ready for some behind-closed-doors action. 

“| get off work around twenty-two hundred,” 

Kit said. 

“Suits me.” Parker slid his hand over Kit’s 

ass. But he froze abruptly, eyes wide, looking past 
Kit. He took his hand away. Kit glanced around to 
see Raine standing in the doorway. 

Kit scowled at the frown on Raine’s face. 

Great, ruin my moment, you big, clumsy fucker. 
And what’s that look anyway? Disapproval ? 
What the hell business was it of Raine’s who had 


his hand on Kit’s ass? Who died and made him 


king of asses? King of jackasses, more like. He 
moved away from Parker with deliberate 

slowness, Raine’s gaze fixed on him. If he was 
interested—and he so was—then he should say 
something to Kit. 

So Kit could tell him to go fuck himself. 

“I'd better get back to work,” Kit said as he 

moved away. He didn’t need to provoke Raine any 
further. Raine was still wrestling down the surge 
and rage and jealousy he’d felt when he came in to 
see Parker’s hand on Kit’s ass. The backwash of it 
hung around. He’d come in here for some coffee 
and a snack, but suddenly the thought of trying to 
eat or drink anything sickened him. He should turn 
around and walk back out. No. He’d look like an 
idiot. Coffee might take away the bitter taste in his 
mouth. 

Kit collected his cleaning gear. He smirked at 
Raine before he left. Dammit, he knew exactly 


what he was doing. Probably only coming on to 


Parker for some help getting off the ship. An 

officer would be more useful to him than a 
steward’s assistant like Gracie. 

Parker stood and put his coffee cup on the 

carousel that trundled around taking used crockery 
to the galley. He looked slightly embarrassed, 
which surprised Raine. He and Parker might not be 
friends exactly. They didn’t hit the bars together on 
shore leave—though Parker had invited him along 
a couple of times. But they had moments of mutual 
understanding. So there was no reason for him to 
be embarrassed about Raine of all people catching 
him with his hand on Kit’s ass—and there was the 
jealousy again. Bile in his mouth. Raine strode 
over to the coffee urn, pulling off his gloves as he 
went, and grabbed a mug from the rack and filled 
it. 

“He’s quite something, isn’t he?” Parker said. 
“Yes,” Raine agreed, turning to Parker. “A 


thief and a con artist, according to the police file.” 


Guilt swept in and submerged the jealousy. It 
didn’t say anything about “con artist” in the police 
file. He felt even guiltier when Parker’s face fell, a 
picture of disillusion. 

“Con artist?” 

“| expect he’d do anything to get someone to 

help him escape this ship before we hand him over 
to the authorities.” 

“1...l guess.” Parker sighed, disappointment 
written broadly across his face. And despite the 
guilt, Raine couldn’t keep himself from going for 
the knockout punch. 

“He kissed me.” 

“What?” 

He couldn’t believe he was telling anyone 

about this. But if it kept Parker away from Kit, it 
would be worth it. Raine couldn’t let Kit go 

around seducing the ship’s officers. 

“When | was chasing him down after we 


spotted him. He kissed me when | had him 


cornered in an elevator.” He laughed and wanted 
to cringe at how artificial it sounded. “Man, he 
really made me believe it. But he only did it to 
distract me so he could get away.” 

Parker nodded, gave another sigh, and looked 

at his watch. “I’d better go back to work.” He 
walked out, but stopped for a second in the 
doorway. “Thanks, Chief. | appreciate the reality 
check.” He left. 

Raine dumped his full coffee cup on the 
carousel. He couldn't face it. Hell, he didn’t 
deserve it. He strode out. The temperature in the 
corridor chilled his hands, but he left his gloves in 
his pocket. Stay cold. You do deserve that. 

He was a total bastard, he decided as he 

walked back to his office. When he reached his 
office, the program tracking Kit was open on his 
screen, showing Kit still in the galley, where he 
should be. Raine turned the screen off. He didn’t 


need to see it. There’d be an alarm if Kit went 


anyplace he shouldn’t. There was no need to act 
like a damn obsessive lunatic and watch his every 
move. 

x OK OK 
The next morning Kit arrived in Raine’s 
office for his daily check-in a good ten minutes 
late. He had no good reason for this tardiness; he 
just knew it would annoy Raine. He’d come 
straight from the galley where they’d finished 
cleaning up after breakfast and still had his whites 
and his apron on. He never took the apron off when 
wearing his kitchen gear. He liked not looking as if 
he was wearing a Sack. 
“You're late,” Raine said as Kit walked in. 
“So dock my pay. Let’s get on with it.” 
“Don’t use that tone with me, please.” 
“I'll use any tone with you | like. What are 
you going to do about it?” 
Raine raised his eyebrows, surprise taking 


over from the irritation on his face. He smiled. 


“Someone got out of the wrong side of the bed this 
morning.” 

Kit wasn’t conciliated by the smile. He’d 

been hoping to spend the night not in the bunk room 
but in an officer’s quarters. But when he’d gone to 
Parker’s cabin, he hadn’t even gotten past the door. 
Parker had opened it only partway and looked 
awkward when he saw Kit. Kit had made an effort. 
Showered, shaved again, changed into the best- 
fitting of his borrowed clothes, and his hair looked 
damn good. But his smile had frozen in place when 
Parker said he was sorry, but it wasn’t such a good 
idea for Kit to be there after all. 

“You seemed to think it was a good idea this 
afternoon.” 

“Sorry,” Parker had said and closed the door. 

Kit had stared at it. He rarely saw a closed 

door from the wrong side. Most men were 
extremely happy when he showed up with his sexy 


grin, ready to show them a good time. What the 


hell could have changed Parker’s mind? 

“You were in officer country from 2238 until 
2322,” Raine said, bringing Kit’s attention back to 
him. “What were you doing there?” 

He could only tell what section Kit had been 

in, Kit knew. The tracking data wasn’t fine-grained 
enough to show an individual cabin, and there 
were no cameras in that corridor. So for all Raine 
knew, Kit might have been in Parker’s cabin for 
nearly forty-five minutes. And Raine wanted to 
know, because a lot could happen in forty-five 
minutes. 

Kit hadn’t realized he’d hung out up there so 

long after seeing the wrong side of Parker’s door. 
There was a tall, narrow port at the end of the 
corridor and he’d found himself drawn to it. He’d 
stood there gazing out at the stars for some time, 
trying to figure out why Parker had turned him 
away. Had Raine warned him off after seeing them 


flirting in the mess hall? 


He wanted Kit himself, so why didn’t he say 

so? Did he think it would be inappropriate? He 
surely couldn’t be disciplined enough to ignore the 
instructions his cock gave him— Fuck this guy 
right now! In Kit’s experience, such men did not 
exist. 

“What were you doing there?” Raine 

repeated. 

“Visiting someone.” He watched for the 

reaction, quite gratified to see the little wince. 
“Who?” 

“None of your business.” 

“It is my business.” 

“You'll have to beat it out of me, then.” 
Provocation again. And the reaction he 

wanted. Raine stood and came around the desk. He 
had gloves on again. Did he have poor circulation 
or something? 

“Why do you wear those gloves?” 


“What?” Raine stopped and looked down at 


his hands, apparently disconcerted by the change in 
subject. “What’s that got to do with anything?” 
“Is it a style thing?” 

“No.” Raine went and sat down again. “l 

come from Ryesh. It’s a very hot place.” 

Hot and dull, from what Kit had heard. A 

colony that had never delivered on early promise 
and, as others prospered, became a backwater, 
with a sparse and scattered population scraping a 
living in near-desert conditions. 

“So that’s why you wear a jacket and cap all 

the time too?” Kit asked. “Other people only wear 
those if they’re going down in the cargo holds. It’s 
pretty cold down there.” 

“You're very observant,” Raine said, leaning 

back in his chair. 

“The devil’s in the details.” 

“If you weren’t a criminal, I'd suggest you'd 

make a good cop.” 


“Hah!” But Kit couldn’t help smiling about it. 


Him a cop? Unlikely. 

“So are you going to tell me who you were 
visiting?” 

Kit frowned at the question. Damn. 

“No, | hadn’t forgotten,” Raine said, a smug 

look on his face. “I’m learning about you and your 
distraction techniques.” 

“|I did give you an advanced lesson in that 
elevator.” 

The smug look disappeared. “And that’s all it 
was?” Then he flushed and scowled. “Of course it 
was. Don’t try to convince me of anything else.” 
“Wasn't going to. It worked, didn’t it?” He 

ran a hand through his hair. “Which means it will 
work again in the future.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“We'll see. l'Il pick my moment.” He winced 

as he moved his arm. He’d strained it earlier 
lifting a heavy bucket of water. 


“Something wrong?” 


“Just a bit stiff and sore. You know how it is 

when you do something strenuous you haven’t done 
in a while.” 

Raine’s face darkened then. Until now Kit 

had never fully appreciated the expression “a face 
like thunder.” He expected bolts of lightning to 
flash from Raine’s eyes. 

Nice. 

“I think l'Il go take a nice long steam in the 
Sauna,” Kit said. “Few hours until I’m back on—” 
“You do that,” Raine snapped. “Tomorrow, 

you'd better report on time. Get out.” 

Kit left, deciding he’d be twenty minutes late 
tomorrow. 

x KO 

For the next three days, Katherine Warner 

gave Kit his check-in session. By the third, Kit 

was certain Raine was avoiding him. Interesting. 
“And you’ve just been down in the 


infirmary?” Warner said, finishing up the last of 


his movements. From the seat she'd let him sit in, 
Kit stuck his foot up in the air. 

“Follow-up appointment for the ankle.” 

“Fully recovered, then?” 

“Whatever doesn’t kill me makes me 

stronger.” 

“Good attitude. Okay, you can go.” 

“Thanks,” he said, jumping up and offering 

her a jokey salute, making her roll her eyes. “Don’t 
you be watching my ass on the security monitors.” 
“Buzz off, Kit.” 

He buzzed, hurrying down to the galley, 

where they’d be starting lunch prep soon. He’d 
kept his cool while talking to Warner, but sweat 
had been beading on his back while they talked. As 
if she might suddenly demand to search him. And 
then she’d find what he had in his pocket. 

“Hello, handsome,” Gracie said as he came 

in. “Was it Warner again today?” 


“Chief Stick-up-the-ass is clearly avoiding 


me. | guess my sexiness is burning out his retinas.” 
“Is Warner okay with you? She's kind of 

scary.” 

“Katie? She’s a pussycat.” 

“Yeah, like a lioness is a pussycat. Okay, we 

need to get some supplies from the container and 
empty the dishwashers from breakfast.” 

“Let’s split it,” Kit said, picking up the 

printout of required supplies. “l'Il go grab these; 
you empty the washers.” 

“Great. See you back here.” 

She opened one of the washers and vanished 

in a cloud of steam, while Kit took the utility cart 
they used to fetch supplies and set off for the food- 
storage container. 

In the container, he used the elevator 

platforms to get to the lower level. He found a 
couple of the items on the list, then left the cart and 
headed for a row of large storage crates. These 


were all red, unlike the blue that designated 


supplies for the Light of Dawn. Gracie had told 
him one day down here that those were some 
supplies they were dropping off at the space 
station on the edge of the asteroid field—only a 
few days away. 

The station where Kit would have his chance. 

He popped the lid off a crate, which was 
half-empty. 

Kit 

had 

done 

some 

strategic 

redistribution of its contents. In one corner sat a 
neat stash of items. Clothes and food of the “iron 
rations” type. He’d been careful, bringing in an 
item at a time, in his pockets, or a piece of clothing 
worn unnoticed under his baggy kitchen togs, 
Stripping it off and hiding it with the rest. The 


tricky part was going to be to get a bag of some 


kind down here to hold it all. But maybe he could 
lay his hands on one of those duffel bags, the ones 
like a big-ass sausage skin with a drawstring on 
the end. He could wrap that around his body, and 
as long as nobody looked too close, he’d get away 
with fetching it down here. 

He still had to figure out a way to get some 
working cash and once again wondered where 
Raine had put his confiscated money. He’d need 
fake identify documents for working or traveling, 
and he’d need cash to get hold of them. Well, he’d 
figure it out. He always did in the end. But getting 
off this ship was the first step. 

From his pocket, he slipped the laser scalpel 

he’d filched from the infirmary earlier and put it 
with the rest of the stash. Perhaps he could sell that 
on the station. He hadn’t intended to take it with 
him; he needed it for only one job and would have 
left it behind. But it was possible someone would 


pay him cash for it. 


It felt good to get it out of his pocket. It 

weighed a couple of hundred grams at most, and 
yet it had felt like carrying a boulder. At every 
step, he expected Raine to jump out in front of him 
and demand to search his pockets. Though Raine 
searching his pockets had been quite enjoyable the 
last time. He smiled at the memory. Most 
distracting. 

Replacing the lid of the crate, he headed back 

to his cart to finish getting the rest of the galley 
Supplies. 

The plan was coming together. 

Chapter Five 

“So today’s the big day,” Gracie said as Kit 

arrived for breakfast duty. He started guiltily. 
“What?” How the hell could she know? 

“The ore take-on. Believe me, everything 

changes from here on out.” 

“Oh.” He hid his sigh of relief as he pulled on 


an apron. “But we don’t have anything to do with 


those guys once they’re aboard, do we?” 

“No, but the ship is different when they’re 
aboard. It’s hard to explain.” She grabbed a stack 
of plates. “Grab that tray of cups, will you?” 

Kit finished tying the apron and grabbed the 

big tray of white mugs, all sparkling from the 
washer, and followed her to put them on the 
serving counter. The aroma of bacon wafted from 
the kitchen. 

“You look tired,” Gracie said. 

“Didn't sleep well last night.” He hadn't, 

worrying about today. Worrying he’d forgotten 
something. He’d made a list—on paper, not in his 
Link in case Raine went poking around. He’d 
checked and double-checked it. Everything was in 
place. He’d be off the ship by lunchtime. 

“Get some coffee in you,” she advised. “It 

will be a long busy day. In fact, about three long 
busy days in a row.” 


“Good idea.” He took two of the mugs from 


the tray and headed to the coffee urns. “So these 
ore workers. Fun guys? Like to party?” 

“Too much. We stay away from them. They’re 
kind of rough, most of them. Not exactly polite to 
women. They aren’t allowed anywhere in the crew 
sections, but there’re always some who'll try it. 
Then there’s the pilfering.” 

“Pilfering?” 

“Their food isn’t as good as ours. They get 

plenty of it but nothing exciting. So sometimes 
they'll sneak into our food container and swipe 
stuff.” 

“Cheeky,” he said, handing her a mug. 

“Keep away from them, I’m telling you.” 

I plan to. Kit’s Link beeped in his pocket, 

and he slipped it out. 

“Love letter?” Gracie asked. 

“Yes. The captain is proposing marriage to 

me.” 


She giggled. Damn, he’d miss Gracie. And he 


couldn’t even say good-bye to her. 

“It’s from Raine.” 

“Oh, so it íis a love letter.” 

“He says they’re all much too busy in 

Security today to waste their precious time on 
asking me about all the exciting stuff | did 
yesterday, so | don’t have to check in this 
morning.” 

“That’s pretty much an ‘I love you’ from the 
chief.” 

“I consider us engaged.” He slipped the Link 
back into his pocket. So he wouldn’t get to say 
good-bye to Raine either. Shame. He’d have liked 
to see the big lug again before he left. Knowing 
that Raine and his people were supervising the 
loading and unloading of cargo crates and covering 
all the exits worried Kit. They might foil his plan. 
The squad was good—he had to give Raine kudos 
for training his people well—so Kit had to get his 


timing right. 


“Once breakfast cleanup is over, l'Il head 
straight down to pick up the supplies,” he said. 
“Want me to come with?” 
“I can manage. Gracie...thanks.” He smiled at 
her when she looked at him questioningly. “Just 
kind of realized | hadn’t said it, but you’ve been 
really good to me since | arrived. It’s been fun 
working with you.” 
She smiled and looked away. “Oh, look at 
me; you’re making me blush. Come on,” she said 
as a couple of people came into the dining room. 
“Back to work.” 

x x OX 
Raine dropped into his office later that 
morning to check a couple of things and grab a 
coffee. He sank into his chair with a sigh. This day 
was already too long. This time spent docked at 
the station while they collected the ore containers 
and the workers was always the busiest part of the 


whole trip. After they left, things usually settled 


back into a routine, though certainly a busier one 
than they’d had so far. Kit’s appearance had been 
the most excitement they’d had during the first leg 
of the trip in a long time. 

Where was Kit now? He checked the tracker 
program. Down in the storage containers. Raine 
glanced at the time. About right. On days he 
collected supplies, he went down there after 
breakfast cleanup. 

He closed the program. Finally he’d started to 
gain some control over his ridiculous physical 
reaction to Kit—mostly by not seeing him. He’d let 
Warner handle the check-in interviews for the last 
few days, and his life had been more tranquil for 
it. He didn’t have to spend an hour getting his 
emotions back under control after Kit left. 

He’d do his best to keep on avoiding him for 

the rest of the voyage. They’d run into each other 
sometimes, but he could avoid being alone with 


him in this office. Even with the door open, Kit 


seemed to fill and dominate the intimate space. 
How, exactly, Raine didn’t know. He took up less 
space than Raine. It must be the scent of him, 
calling to Raine on some unconscious level. And 
there was the constant provocation. Yes, that could 
fill the room too, fighting for space with Raine’s 
mixed-up anger and desire. 

Did they even need the check-ins anymore? 

Kit was following the rules. He hadn’t gone 
anywhere off-limits. Yes, they could probably 
discontinue the check-ins. He could spring a spot- 
check on him every so often, and obviously, if 
anything suspicious showed up, he’d question Kit. 
But it appeared he could be trusted. Maybe 

there had been some kind of mistake or frame-up 
as he claimed. There could be a perfectly good 
explanation, even for the money they’d found in 
Kit’s hiding place. If Kit was innocent and he 

came to trust the crew of the Dawn, he might open 


up about what happened. If he was being 


railroaded, they could help him. The captain 
would do her best for him if he kept on being a 
good crew member. She rewarded hard work and 
loyalty. Even so, Raine should stay away from Kit 
—for the sake of his peace of mind. 
Okay, he thought, glancing at the clock, coffee 
break over. Back to work. He stood up, dumped 
his mug by the door to take back to the galley later, 
and then hesitated. It might be better to take it when 
he knew Kit was still down in the storage 
container and they wouldn’t run into each other. 
An alarm sounded from both his terminal and 
his Link. He grabbed the Link from his pocket, 
knowing the alarm, denying it in his mind, wanting 
to be wrong. He wasn't. 
The computer had lost the signal from Kit’s 
tracker. 

* k*k 
It took Raine six minutes to get from his office 


to the place they last had a signal from the tracker. 


Raine had frozen in his office doorway for a few 
seconds, waiting, hoping. Sometimes the signal 
dropped out for a couple of seconds if Kit passed 
too close to something that could block or interfere 
with it. But this time it hadn’t reappeared, and 
Raine had broken out of his freeze and run. 

He might be panicking about nothing. It could 
have malfunctioned, even broken down entirely. 

Or it had been destroyed. By Kit or by something 
happening to Kit. That last part occurred to him as 
he left the elevator on the floor giving access to the 
containers, and it spurred him into a sprint. There 
could have been an accident. The containers held 
heavy crates, some stacked high. They were 
Supposed to be secure, but things broke free. 

He felt sick. 

But he found no evidence of a horrible 

accident when he reached the location. Just crates 
and the cart Kit and Gracie used to carry supplies. 


It held a full load of boxes and packets. 


“Miller!” Raine called, his voice echoing in 

the cavernous interior of the container. “Can you 
hear me?” 

No answer. No sound of anyone close by 

moving around. He checked the nearest aisles of 
crates, but he knew he couldn’t cover this place 
alone. What if Kit lay hurt and unable to respond? 
“Warner,” he said into his comms, “I need a 

search party down here stat.” 

“Everyone is already on duty.” 

The whole squad was busy supervising the 

loading of cargo and the embarkation of the ore 
workers. A distant clang sounded, and the deck 
shuddered beneath his feet for an instant. They 
must have just attached one of the ore containers. 
They’d attach several over the next couple of days, 
clamped right to the hull of the ship, straight under 
the processing plant itself. Then they hauled up the 
ore, and the finished product went back into an 


empty container. 


He came back to his starting point to try to 

figure out a search pattern. “Are there any sensors 
down here?” he asked Warner, Knowing the 
answer already. “Thermal?” 

“No. We’ve got some portable thermal 

scanners.” 

“That might work.” Raine noticed a list lying 

on top of the boxes of supplies on the cart and 
walked over there. The items were all checked off, 
and at the bottom, words in Kit’s handwriting. 
Gracie, you’re a bright light out here in the 

deep dark. Love you, babe. Sorry I can’t say 
good-bye. Kit. 

Shit. Raine could no longer deny it with 

stories about accidents and malfunctions. Kit had 
destroyed the tracker and was trying to escape. He 
could be off the ship already. Or could he? He had 
to go out a door, but the doors were all guarded 
while the Dawn was docked. Kit couldn’t simply 


walk off the ship. 


“Warner, Miller’s trying to get off the ship. 

Check the cameras at every exit.” 

“Checking. Is that every exit?” 

“That’s what | said.” 

“Including the airlocks opening into vacuum? 

He could try to get into a pressure suit.” 

Raine’s stomach plunged as he pounded back 

up the metal steps. Did Kit know how to use a 
pressure Suit? Or operate safely in vacuum and 
zero G? This close to the station, with all these 
ships around, with force fields... Oh hell, no, 
don’t let him go do something so stupid. 

“Seal all the airlocks opening to vacuum. 
Captain’s override only on them.” He reached the 
door and ran out. 

“Done,” she said. “Chief, I’m checking the 
records for everyone and everything leaving the 
ship. The dockers picked up some supplies for the 
station from the place we lost the signal. Exact 


same time too.” 


“Goddamit! He’s trying to get smuggled off in 

a crate. Which exit did they use?” 

“Lock ten. The last batch of crates went out 

four minutes ago.” 

“I’m on my way.” 

As he reached lock ten, Warner’s voice came 
back. 

“Panic’s over, Chief. Station security have 

got him.” 

Raine’s steps faltered only for a moment. 
“Where?” 

“Their HQ. You know where it is?” 

“Yes, | know. I’m going down there. Tell the 
captain what happened and that I'm off ship.” He 
stepped out of the airlock onto the station. Two of 
his people, Celani and Sim, were guarding the 
lock. He briefly thought about yelling at them for 
not stopping the crates, but they were there only to 
Supervise the people going in and out, not check 


the cargo. 


“Sim, come with me,” he ordered. “Celani, 

you can manage alone for a few minutes.” 

He strode off, and Sim followed. He didn’t 
question why Raine wanted him. Good thing too, 
as Raine wasn’t sure he could speak without 
letting the rage show in his voice. 

l’d started to trust you, dammit. I’d started 


to trust you. 


Well, fuck. 

That had been a great plan for ten fucking 

minutes. Kit thought he’d be free and clear if he got 
off the Dawn. He knew he might be stuck in the 
crate for a while until it was safe enough to get out, 
but he hadn’t anticipated that five minutes after the 
crate left the ship the lid would be ripped off and 
he’d find himself looking up at a bunch of ugly 
bastards pointing guns at him. 

Actual guns! Jackasses. Raine’s people never 


waved guns at him. 


“He’s in here.” The voice of one of the rent- 

a-pig station security men. Kit took his head out of 
his hands and looked up to see the speaker come 
into the cell block with Raine at his side, Raine 
scowling so hard Kit was grateful for the bars 
between them. Still, he gave a defiant glare back, 
standing up as the station security man unlocked 
the cell. “Customs picked him up as soon as they 
did the routine scan of the supplies.” 

Customs inspection. He should have expected 
they’d have such procedures. What a numbskull. A 
station like this where a lot of ships came and went 
would be the ideal place for people to try to 
smuggle contraband. 

“A stowaway, eh? Sure we can’t take him off 

your hands?” 

“No,” Raine snapped. He had Kit’s duffel bag 

in his hand. “He’s our prisoner. My captain 

decides what happens to him.” 


“Okay. If he decides to, you can drop the 


prisoner off with us.” 

“She,” Kit said. The security officer looked at 
him. “The captain is a woman.” 

The man snorted. “No wonder she’s soft on 

the likes of you, then. Okay, Mr. Raine. He’s all 
yours.” 

Kit walked out of the cell, and when he 

stopped in front of him, Raine reached out 
suddenly. Kit flinched until Raine touched his hair 
and pushed it back, revealing a couple of bruises 
already darkening on the side of Kit’s face. 

“How did he get these?” 

“I fell down the stairs,” Kit said. 

Raine gave him a be quiet glare and turned to 
the security man. “How did he get the bruises?” 
“He put up a fight when we caught him. 

Dirtiest fighter I’ve seen in a while,” he added 
with a tone of some admiration. “And believe me, 
we see some dirty fighting on this station. You 


want me to cuff him?” 


“Not necessary.” 

Kit learned why when they went out into the 

office to find Big Sim out there waiting. He tried a 
wan smile on Sim, but the big man appeared more 
carved out of stone than usual. Raine took Kit’s 
arm in one gloved hand and steered him out of the 
door. 

“Behave yourself,” Raine said when they 

were outside in the busy thoroughfare. “Or else I'll 
have Sim carry you over his shoulder again.” 

“I'll behave,” Kit said quietly. He had no 

intention of misbehaving. He’d rather be back on 
the Dawn—civilization—than stuck here with the 
rent-a-pigs and the crowds. The place teemed with 
what must be ore plant workers, having a last drink 
or ten before the voyage got underway. They were 
raucous and rather frightening. 

Raine let go of his arm, though he remained 

tense as they began to walk back to the ship, Sim 


following. The tension radiating from Raine was 


as intense as the heat from the galley’s bread 
ovens. It must come from holding in his rage. Kit 
had humiliated him in the eyes of station security 
and the other officers on the Light of Dawn. When 
they got back aboard, he’d release the rage—on 
Kit. 

Chapter Six 

Raine dumped the contents of Kit’s duffel bag 
onto his desk. The broken tracker landed on its 
side and rolled toward the edge of the desk, but 
Raine slapped it down flat. The locking catch and 
the area with the electronics in it were burned 
through. 

“How did you do this?” he demanded of Kit, 
who'd thrown himself into a chair, where he sat 
glowering at Raine. Kit didn’t speak, just nodded 
at another item on the desk. Raine picked it up and 
recognized it as a handheld medical laser. 

“You stole this from the infirmary?” 


“I was going to sell it. | needed cash—since 


you took mine.” 

“Yours? You mean the money you stole?” 

“I did not steal it. | am not a thief.” 

“None of these things belong to you.” Raine 
swept a hand over the items on the desk. “The 
clothes you’re wearing don’t belong to you.” 

Kit jumped to his feet. He wore a short, dark 
jacket that showed off his narrow hips and shapely 
ass to perfection. But he tore off the flattering 
garment and tossed it at Raine. 

“You want them back?” Hopping on one foot, 

he started to pull off a boot. 

“If you throw a boot at me, I’m getting out the 
stun gun,” Raine warned. Kit glared and looked 
ready to do it anyway, but then put his foot down 
and stood breathing hard, hair falling forward into 
his face. 

“Why couldn’t you let me go? I'd stop being 

your problem. Just let me go.” 


“Go where? Where did you think you were 


going to go? You had no money. Selling this”—he 
picked up the laser scalpel—“would barely have 
bought you a bed for the night. What were you 
going to do?” 

“I'd have thought of something.” 

“Like what? Selling yourself?” 

“You think that’s all I’m good for?” 

“That station is dangerous. It’s no place for 

an office boy.” 

“Junior executive!” 

“Were you going to stow away on another 

ship? What makes you think you’d have any better 
success there?” 

“Then l'’d escape again. And again. As many 
times as it takes to get safe.” 

“You have no plan, do you? You're playing it 

by ear.” 

“No, | have no plan. | don’t have anything. 

They took it all away.” 

“Who's they?” 


Kit faltered but then shook his head. “Never 

mind. You don’t care.” 

“Why didn’t you trust me—us? We'd have 

helped you. The captain. The company. We’d have 
seen you weren't railroaded.” 

“Oh yeah. I’m sure you'd have gone outta 

your way for me. Don’t give me that bull. The only 
one | can rely on is me.” 

“You’re in bigger trouble than | thought.” 

“Funny guy.” 

“I’m not trying to be funny.” Raine shook his 
head. “Kit, you need friends, and l'Il admit you’re 
good at making them. But you aren’t so good at 
keeping them.” 

“What friends? You? The captain? You’re not 

my friends. You're my jailers.” 

“What about Gracie?” 

A guilty look flashed across Kit’s face, but 

then his expression hardened. “She’s better off 


without me. All of you are.” 


This might be true. But Raine couldn’t stand 

the thought of it. He wanted to grab Kit and shake 
him and tell him he couldn’t go. That Raine 
couldn’t let him leave. The surge of rage and fear 
he’d felt when he’d realized Kit was trying to 
escape had shaken him. You left me ! He wanted to 
scream it. You left me and | don’t know why it 
hurts so much. He gritted his teeth and pictured the 
open sky until he brought himself back under 
control. 

“What happens now?” Kit asked quietly. 

“I'll have to lock you up until the captain 

decides.” 

“You should have let me go.” 

He said it quietly this time. Not a demand like 
before and yet it enraged Raine. 

“No,” he snapped. “I can’t let you go.” God, 

shut up. That hadn’t come out right. Kit looked at 
him with an altogether too penetrating gaze. 


“Why not?” 


“Like | said, you’re our prisoner.” 

“No other reason?” 

“What else?” 

“Do you think I’ve got amnesia? Do you think 
I’ve forgotten about what happened in that 
elevator? Do you think | believe you’ve forgotten 
it?” 

Hard to forget something Raine’s thoughts 
turned to in every idle moment. 

“Do you think | don’t know why you’ve been 
avoiding me?” Kit said. 

“| have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“You want me. Why won’t you admit it?” 
“Because I’m chief of security and you’re a 
criminal, you damn fool.” 

Kit grinned. The little bastard actually 
grinned. “So not denying it, then?” 

“Shut up. We are not talking about this. What 
| feel doesn’t matter.” 


“It matters to me.” 


Raine looked at him hard. The sincere 

expression in his eyes was convincing, but Raine 
didn’t dare believe it. 

“Don’t lie to me. Are you trying to say you 

want me? Because | don’t believe you. You’re 
trying to distract me again.” 

“Is it working?” Grinning again. 

“No, it’s not.” 

“You sure?” His gaze slid down the front of 
Raine’s body, stopping at his crotch and the bulge 
growing there. 

Raine gasped as if Kit had touched him. He 

hadn’t even realized he was getting hard, he’d 
been so enthralled by the sight of Kit with so much 
emotion playing across his face. So open, so real. 
Not playing a part. How could Raine ever have 
thought he might be a con artist? He showed 
everything on his face. 

Right now he showed only one thing on it. 


Desire. 


“If you admit what you want, maybe | won’t 

even try to escape again.” 

“Is that some kind of bargain?” 

“No. But maybe | wouldn’t even try to leave 

if you can make me want to stay.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure I’m such a great catch. The 

one you've been dreaming of all your life.” 
“You're a good kisser.” 

Heat rose up Raine’s neck, and the remark 
certainly did nothing to make his erection go down. 
“Do you dream about it?” Kit asked. “Dream 

we did more? Is that why you’re so angry? 
Because | tried to leave, and you haven't had a 
chance to—” 

He got no more words out, because Raine’s 
mouth was on his before Raine knew what he was 
doing. Better than in the elevator. Fitted together 
better. Like in his dreams of doing this, doing 
more. 


Kit pulled the shirt from Raine’s belt, 


searching for skin and having trouble finding it 
when he encountered Raine’s undershirt next. He 
made a frustrated sound and pulled away from the 
kiss. 

“You wear far too many clothes, you cold- 

blooded bastard.” 

They could stop, Raine thought, his senses 
returning briefly as the high of the kiss waned. But 
Kit didn’t stop. Giving up on removing the shirt, he 
grabbed Raine’s left hand and pulled the glove off 
it, then the other, before moving to unzip Raine’s 
pants. Raine glanced at the firmly closed but 
unlocked door. Could he get Kit out of here, to his 
cabin? And how the hell would that look to his 
people working right outside the door? Kit’s next 
destination was the brig. And from there the 
captain might put him off the ship. Raine might 
never see him again. Never have a chance to... 

All control vanished. Raine pulled Kit close 


again, needing that hot mouth under his. Needing 


more. This had to happen, because if it didn’t and 
he lost the chance, he might never regain his sanity. 
He finally understood what people meant when 
they said someone they desired drove them crazy. 
How could crazy be good? Now he knew it wasn’t 
“good” but rather something else. Something 
terrifying and wonderful at once. 

They stumbled to the couch by the wall and 
sprawled awkwardly on it. Kit bucked and pushed 
Raine away but only to give himself space to get a 
hand into his pants pocket. 

“Dammit, no. Jacket pocket.” 

Raine didn’t ask what he meant, just jumped 

up and grabbed the jacket from the desk. From the 
pocket he pulled a tube of lubricant and a pack of 
condoms. Fear and rage surged through him when 
they made him think what Kit might have had to do 
to get himself off that station. But it did nothing to 
cool his desire. 


Kit had discarded his boots and finished 


wriggling out of his pants as Raine got back to the 
couch. He dropped them to the floor and turned 
over, leaning over the arm of the couch. His long 
legs stretched out behind him, his ass half-covered 
by the tail of his shirt. The sight sent Raine into 
what felt like the final stages of some kind of 
desire-induced madness. He pulled down his fly 
zip and freed his aching cock. With no time to be 
gentle or relish the experience, he squeezed lube 
onto his fingers and prepared Kit. Kit hissed. 
“Cold.” 

“Sorry.” 

“Okay. Okay. Don’t stop.” He writhed and 

pressed back against Raine’s probing fingers, then 
moved one hand underneath to stroke himself and 
moaned. The moan sent Raine almost mad. He 
withdrew his fingers and grabbed a condom, 
cursing himself for not doing that before getting 
one hand slick with lube. But he managed to 


fumble it on and could wait no longer. One knee on 


the sofa, one foot on the floor, balance precarious 
but too far gone to care, he slid his hands up Kit’s 
ass, pushing the shirt aside, settling on his hips. 
The head of Raine’s cock touched Kit, stroked 
down until it nudged his entrance. 

“Oh fuck, do it!” Kit pleaded. “Please, Raine. 

I’ve waited long enough.” 

Raine thrust, deep and hard at once, shocked 

at his aggression. Kit gasped, and Raine had a 
moment of doubt, fearing he’d hurt him. But the 
way Kit shoved back against him reassured him. 
He grabbed Raine’s lubed hand and pulled it 
around under him. Raine hadn’t even got a good 
look at Kit’s cock, but it certainly felt good—long 
and hot. He pumped it, and Kit started panting and 
gasping. As Raine thrust, those sounds grew more 
like moans, faster but growing higher pitched, 
turning to gasps again. He was so vocal! 

Raine himself made little sound, inhibited 


even in such an out-of-control moment, but Kit’s 


unrestrained expressions of enjoyment were the 
most erotic sounds he’d ever heard. At the same 
time, they scared him, conscious as he was of the 
other people only meters away beyond the door. 

He feared Kit might yell or scream. Feared it but 
wanted it. 

Raine couldn’t last long, not after being so 
frustrated for so long. Having waited too long. 

He’d wanted this from the instant they met in the 
elevator. He’d have taken him right there if he’d 
had time. Up against the wall. Staked his claim. 

His desire grew fast to its peak and blinded 

him in a ball of white light. He let one moan 

escape him as he came, but then gritted his teeth to 
stay quiet as the orgasm surged and too quickly 
ebbed away, leaving him with trembling knees. 

His rapid breathing slowed. Kit’s cock was still 

hard, and he pushed against Raine’s hand, speaking 
in soft pleas. Raine pulled himself together enough 


to start pumping it again. 


Taste it. Turn him around. Go down on him. 

You want his cock. You want it . Too late. Kit 
shuddered, his body gripping Raine’s cock still 
inside him, softening only slowly, and Raine’s 
hand filled with warm stickiness. The sharp smell 
of semen brought him back to his senses. 

Oh God, how would he get the smell out of 

here? Anyone walking in would know. Well, yes, 

he still had Kit’s cock in his hand and his cock in 
Kit’s ass. Finding them in this position, the smell 
of sex would hardly be needed to confirm it. Yes, 
the chief of security had just screwed a prisoner. 
Classy, Raine.Real classy. 

Easing out of Kit, he looked around for 

something to clean up with and spotted a box of 
paper tissues on the desk. They must be Warner's; 
women always seemed to have paper tissues 
around for some mysterious purpose. He grabbed a 
handful and tossed the box to Kit, who’d rolled 


onto his back, a lazy and satisfied smile on his 


face. 

“Here. Get cleaned up, and for God’s sake, 

put your pants back on.” Raine did the best cleanup 
he could and zipped up. 

Kit’s smile vanished. “I see.” 

What he saw, Raine had no time to ask. He 

started searching the drawers, hoping Warner had 
left some perfume he could spray around. Better 
the place smelled like a ladies’ boudoir than a 
brothel. He heard the rustle of cloth—Kit putting 
on his pants. When he looked back, Kit was seated 
and pulling his boots on. 

“You might have to get this couch steam 

cleaned.” 

Forget the couch; Raine would have to steam 
clean the whole damn room. How could he have 
acted that way? He wasn’t the type of man to take 
advantage of a prisoner. When he’d done a stint as 
an MP, he’d had to deal with men who would do 


that and had made sure they understood his 


displeasure. But he couldn’t take himself out 
somewhere quiet and kick his own ass. 

“I’m sorry,” Raine said. 

“Sorry for what?” Kit stood up, tucking in his 
Shirt. 

“For what we just did.” What the hell else 

did he think Raine could be apologizing for? “It 
was completely inappropriate, and l'Il understand 
if you report me to the captain, as is your right.” 
Kit stared at him as if he’d gone mad—which 

was probably the best explanation of his behavior. 
“Is there something wrong with you, Raine, or 
have you always been this stupid? What do you 
think you just did to me?” 

“I took advantage of you. You’re a prisoner. 

For me to have sex with you is entirely 
unacceptable.” 

“I found it quite acceptable. So acceptable | 

think l'Il be walking funny for a week.” 


“This is no laughing matter.” 


“Then why do | find it so funny?” 
“Because you think you’ve beaten me again. 
You think you’ve distracted me the way you did in 
the elevator. You think you have me in your 
power.” 
Kit stopped grinning. He looked back at 
Raine for a long time with a gaze smoldering not 
with lust but with rage. At last he spoke. 
“Did you say you were going to lock me up? 
For your own Safety, | suggest you do it now.” 

* k*k 
The captain must have decided to let Kit stew 
for a while; she didn’t come down to the brig for 
nearly fourteen hours. He didn’t care. He had 
plenty to stew about. 
Like how the hell he could have been stupid 
enough to lose control and let Raine have him? He 
didn’t care about it being unprofessional or any of 
the shit Raine had started banging on about. But he 


didn’t want to go weak at the knees for a fucking 


cop. Authority figures had screwed him over 
enough to last him a lifetime. Getting screwed by 
one was a step too far. 

It could only end the way it had with Jeff. He 
wondered if Raine had the money to try to pay him 
off too. Maybe he should report Raine to the 
captain. Screw him over. 

He sat up when Dryden came in and stopped 

in front of the bars. Raine stood close behind her, 
not looking at Kit. Can’t look me in the eye. 
“Leave us alone, please,” she told Raine. 

“Ma’am, l'’d advise against that.” 

Kit sneered at him. Did he think Kit would try 

to seduce the captain too? That’s what he thought 
Kit had done to him. 

“It’s perfectly safe. Wait outside. l'Il call you 

if | need you.” 

Kit stayed sitting on the bunk, looking as 
harmless as possible, to persuade Raine to go. 


Didn’t want to look at him, with his too many 


clothes and his stupid gloves. Raine walked out, 
and Dryden turned back to Kit. 

“I’m sorry,” Kit said, getting in first and 

giving her the big-eyed look up through his bangs. 
“It was so stupid. | guess | should be grateful you 
caught me. From what | saw out there, they’d have 
eaten me alive in five minutes.” 

“I’m not so sure.” Her voice was harder than 

he expected, and he didn’t see any sympathy on her 
face. “Have you decided l'Il be amenable to the 
‘little boy lost’ act, Mr. Miller? Have you perhaps 
decided that as a middle-aged woman, perhaps a 
mother, l'Il be susceptible to your cute act?” 

He stared at her, losing his carefully 

cultivated expression. 

“As a matter of fact, | am a mother. | have a 

son only a couple of years younger than you, so | 
recognize the act. The puppy dog eyes and the 
preemptive apology can be an effective strategy— 


for him. But you’re not my son, so please don’t 


think the same tactics can work for you.” 

“My apologies, ma’am.” He straightened up 

and dropped the act. 

“Thank you. All right, Mr. Miller, this is the 
position. I’m within my rights to hand you over to 
station security. They would hold you until a 
Suitable vessel heading back to Drexler agrees to 
take you.” 

Kit opened his mouth to protest, but she held 

up a hand to silence him. “I said | was within my 
rights to do it. But I’m not going to. | don’t trust 
them to treat you properly.” 

Instinctively he raised his hand to the bruises 

on the side of his face. 

“Yes,” Dryden said. “Exactly.” 

“Why do you care?” 

“It’s not about you, Mr. Miller. It’s about who 

we on this ship are. You’re my prisoner, my 
responsibility. Whatever you do to provoke 


anyone, you'll be treated properly here.” 


“So what are you going to do?” 

“We'll take you with us. Once we leave the 
station, you'll be allowed to resume your kitchen 
duties. Ten days after that, we’ll rendezvous with 
the escort vessels. Those are Earth warships. They 
are fully equipped to handle prisoners.” 

His heart sank closer to his boots with every 

word. He’d never get away if she handed him over 
to the military. 

“If you behave yourself, make no more escape 
attempts, l'Il allow you to stay on the Dawn until 
we reach Saira. But any trouble and | will hand 
you over to the escort. Do you understand?” 

He sagged with relief. “Yes, ma’am.” 

“And do you agree?” 

“Yes, ma'am.” 

What choice did he have? He’d rather scrub 

the galley than be handed over to the military. 
“Ma’am, why would you give me a second 


chance?” 


“Could be your puppy dog eyes are more 
effective than I'll admit. But mostly because Mr. 
Raine has convinced me your experience on the 
station, even as short time as it was, has taught you 
where you’re better off.” 

Raine had spoken up for him? Better off here 

with him, did he mean, so he could get access to 
Kit’s goodies whenever he liked? Unless he had a 
smarter plan. Left free to roam about, Kit would 
have more opportunities to get into trouble, and 
then Dryden would have no choice but to follow 
through on her threat and hand him over to the 
military. 

Sneaky. 

So Kit would show him. He’d be as good as 

gold. Nearly four months to Saira. Kit wouldn’t be 
involved in one single moment of trouble for the 
whole voyage. He’d be as inoffensive as a mouse. 
He could manage that. 


Probably. 


Chapter Seven 

Wearing a brand-new tracking bracelet, Kit 

slunk back into the galley. The ship had left the 
station while he slept, and Warner had woken him 
at 0530 to fit the tracker and hand him a clean set 
of kitchen whites. 

Back to work. 

Nice to be out of the brig. Once he’d finished 

his marathon brooding session, the walls and bars 
had quickly palled in the entertainment stakes. 
They gave him his Link so he could read, but he 
found it hard to concentrate. Every time someone 
passed the door into the brig, he had to look up. 
Looking for Raine. 

Sometimes it was him, but he never came in. 

He hadn’t been near Kit since the day they fucked. 
Because he'd had what he wanted, Kit told himself 
at first. But he couldn’t make himself believe it. 
Raine still wanted him and stayed away to avoid 


temptation. 


Kit slunk into work because he knew he had 

some apologies to make, and he didn’t relish the 
prospect. The galley already smelled of frying 
bacon, the chefs working on breakfast. After Kit 
reported to Ms. Ellis—from her cool manner he 
knew he’d have to wait awhile before calling her 
Trish again—she sent him to help Gracie. 

He found her carrying a tower of plates to the 
serving counter. The tower began to totter, so he 
quickly stepped up and took them from her arms. 
“Let me get those.” 

“Kit! You’re back!” She almost dropped the 

whole stack on him in reaction, but they steadied it 
between them. Kit smiled at her, but her wary 
answering frown made him shut his mouth and look 
serious. Once over the shock of seeing him again, 
she withdrew. 

“Yeah, ah, Trish said you might be back 

today. Um, so you’re staying aboard?” 


He nodded and decided he had to get rid of 


these damn plates. He placed them on the 
dispenser, which sank down to leave a couple of 
plates high enough to pick up. 

“Yes, I’m staying. The captain said if | 
misbehave, she’ll hand me over to the military 
when we join the convoy. | don’t much like the 
sound of that.” 

“Right. Um. Let’s get the mugs.” 

She still looked serious. He missed the smiles 
she used to give him—until he left without saying 
good-bye. Had they shown her the message he’d 
left her on the cart? 

“Gracie, I’m sorry. | wish | could have said 
good-bye to you. But | couldn’t put you in the 
position of even suspecting what | had planned. 
You might have gotten in trouble too.” 

“Right.” She nodded as she loaded clean 

coffee mugs into a slotted tray. “Yes. | suppose.” 
She didn’t sound convinced. Kit was probably 


only the latest in a long line of bastards who’d hurt 


her. 

“I’m sorry.” He could only say it again and 

hope she’d forgive him one day. “I’m not a good 
investment, babe. l'Il only bring you trouble.” 

She looked at him for a while, still loading 

the tray, by touch only. The mugs clunked together. 
“Are you going to try to escape again?” 

“I told you, the captain will hand me over to 

the military if | do.” 

“Maybe not.” Gracie shrugged. “She doesn’t 

like them much. And anyway, if you did get away, 
then it doesn’t matter what she would or wouldn’t 
do.” 

“True. But the thing is, to get away 

successfully, I’d have to have some clue what | 
was doing.” He rubbed the side of his face, still 
tender from the healing bruises. “And it’s become 
clear to all that | couldn’t locate a clue with both 
hands and a flashlight.” 


She giggled, and he smiled to hear it. He’d 


win her back sooner or later. She gave him a sad 
look sometimes as they worked, perhaps thinking 
she should resist being his friend because he’d hurt 
her, like the rest. He should encourage her to 
resist. Because he was right, he was a bad 
investment, not worth her time or affection. He 
didn’t have a clue how to escape. He’d failed this 
time because there were too many factors he didn’t 
know about. He’d gone too soon. But on the 
journey ahead, he’d have time to plan and learn. 
He’d get a clue and then he’d make a new plan. 
A good plan. 

x k OX 
“Mr. Raine, | think you had a final issue to 
raise,” Captain Dryden said. Raine nodded his 
thanks at her across the meeting-room table and 
turned to Preston, the senior manager of the ore 
plant. 
“It’s the usual problem,” he said. “Your 


people pilfering our stores.” 


Preston showed little concern about Raine’s 
words. “Really, how big a problem is that?” 

“It’s theft,” Raine said. “It doesn’t matter of 

how much or how little.” 

He felt sure that Preston and his lawyer, 
Sullivan—a new one; they hadn’t seen her before 
—sneered at him. His hackles rose at the attitude, 
but he kept his control easily. Still, he was grateful 
the captain had decided on a separate security 
meeting. Bad enough to be sneered at in front of the 
captain, but better than in front of all the Dawn’s 
officers. 

“Perhaps you should guard your stores around 
the clock?” Preston suggested. 

“That isn’t practical,” Dryden said quickly 

before Raine could respond. But he jumped in as 
soon as she finished. 

“It isn’t practical because we’re usually too 

busy keeping your men out of other areas they 


aren’t authorized to be. Something you should be 


doing, not us.” 

“You've objected before when my security 

people come into your off-limits areas looking for 
my workers.” 

“I objected when we found two of your 

security men involved in a craps game they should 
have been breaking up.” 

“They were reprimanded,” Preston said. 

“Men will gamble, Mr. Raine.” 

“You want to let your men gamble, that’s your 
business, but keep them out of our sections while 
they’re doing it.” 

“Indeed,” Dryden said. “Your sections, your 
business. But if they come into ours, we’ll deal 
with them according to our rules.” 

“We've had this discussion before,” Preston 

said. “You know you have no jurisdiction over my 
men.” 
“She’s the captain,” Raine said, leaning over 


the meeting-room table. “She has jurisdiction over 


everyone on this ship.” 

“That’s not what the contract specifies,” 

Sullivan said. 

Raine sat back when Dryden made a small 
gesture. But he fumed at the disrespect the ore 
management showed her. She was the captain. 
Didn’t they understand what that meant? What it 
had meant for millennia? Jurisdiction? A captain 
had the power of life and death over every soul 
aboard. 

Dryden fake-smiled at Preston and Sullivan. 
“Let’s not go over old ground again. My company 
has made it clear—excessive pilfering of our 
stores will lead to them levying extra fees. And 
when it comes to the safety of the ship—which is 
compromised by unauthorized personnel roaming 
into places they shouldn’t be—then you can bet I'll 
exercise my jurisdiction. Our lawyers can argue 
about it afterward.” 


Raine would be happier if he hadn’t heard her 


make the same speech half a dozen times at the 
start of voyages. Preston reacted barely at all. He 
said all the right words about how he’d enforce the 
rules, and Raine knew it would be the same as 
before. They’d turn a blind eye to their men 
stealing the Dawn’s food, setting up games in 
corners of the cargo holds, and even harassing the 
Dawn's female crew members. 

After Preston and Sullivan left, Dryden got up 

to pour herself another cup of coffee. 

“Another one yourself, Chief? Or do you have 

to rush off?” 

“I have time for a cup, ma’am.” 

“Good.” She filled his and sat down again. 

“Same old same old, eh?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“It’s like listening to your parents having a 

row. You start to ask yourself how people can 

fight about the same things over and over.” 


“If they’d only enforce the rules, we wouldn’t 


have to.” 

“You looked at little uncomfortable a few 

times during the meeting, Chief. What bothered 
you?” 

“T.ah...when 

you 

said 

‘excessive 

pilfering.’” 

“What about it?” 

“Excessive or not shouldn’t come into it. 

There should be none.” 

Dryden nodded. “That’s the ideal. But you 

know we can’t afford a zero-tolerance policy on 
this.” 

Raine knew. He’d heard the argument before. 
The company would tolerate a certain percentage 
of depredation of the food stores and write it off 
rather than pay more security people to guard those 


containers around the clock. He understood it. He 


just didn’t like it. Theft was theft. 

“Anything else?” 

“The gambling. | Know it’s against the rules. 

But | sometimes feel like a hypocrite enforcing that 
particular rule.” 

“You, Chief? | don’t think I’d ever call you a 
hypocrite.” 

She obviously didn’t know about other rules 

he’d broken lately. If taking advantage of a 
prisoner didn’t make him a hypocrite, he didn’t 
know what did. 

“Į just mean the officer’s card game is close 

to an official event here. People say it should be 
published on the ship’s itinerary.” 

Dryden laughed. “There are some differences, 
though. For example, | don’t think I’ve ever pulled 
a knife on the first officer and accused him of 
marking the cards.” 

“Good point, Captain.” 


Not good enough for him. Even though the 


officer’s poker game didn’t lead to the same kind 
of trouble as the ore workers’ cards and craps 
games sometimes did, both were technically 
against the rules. 

“You should play sometimes. It’s not about 

the money, you know.” 

“I’m not much of a card player.” 

He didn’t like lying to his captain, but he 
couldn’t join a card game whose existence he 
disapproved of on principle. 

“Is Mr. Miller back at work?” Dryden asked. 

Raine started guiltily at the name, and heat rose up 
the back of his neck. 

“Yes, ma’am. Once we got underway | 

allowed him to resume his kitchen duties as you 
ordered. He reported to the galley yesterday 
morning.” 

“Excellent.” 

“Captain, can | ask why you gave him a 


second chance?” 


She shrugged. “I’m a sucker for the puppy dog 
eyes.” 

Raine had tried hard to avoid being suckered 

by them. He’d kept away from the brig the last few 
days, sure Kit would be waiting to reel him in 
again. He probably thought he owned Raine, could 
even blackmail him. But he’d better not try. 
“Watch 

him 

carefully,” 

Dryden 

said. 

“Resume those check-in sessions. He needs to 
know you’re keeping a close eye on him. Mr. 

Miller strikes me as someone who, if you give him 
an inch, will take a mile.” 

“Yes, ma’am, | agree.” 

“Did he behave himself while he was cooling 

his heels in the brig?” 


“Yes. No trouble at all.” 


“He doesn’t want to be handed over to the 
military, and | suspect that’s because he knows it 
would be so much harder to escape from them. I’m 
sure he still has an eye on escape.” 
“We're in space for four months, Captain. 
Where could he go?” 
“He can’t go anywhere. But he has a lot of 
time to think about what happens when we arrive 
at Saira.” 
Good point. Kit’s last plan had been terrible. 
But he had plenty of time to come up with a better 
one. 
“lII make sure he knows I’m keeping a close 
eye on him, ma’am.” 

x OK OX 
“I’ve missed these little get-togethers.” 
Raine scowled at the grinning Kit, who had 
come into the office for his check-in the day after 
he resumed his duties and dropped into a chair 


without waiting for permission. 


“Welcome back,” Raine said. “So let’s see 

what you've been up to.” 

He ran through it all, marrying the data up 

with Kit’s account of his day. 

“You went to the observation deck?” 

“It’s nice up there,” Kit said. “I like to look at 

the stars.” 

Raine smiled. Kit had been up there over an 

hour, until close to midnight—after he finished the 
after-dinner cleanup, presumably. Most people got 
bored with watching a star field after a few 
minutes. He and Kit might have something in 
common. All those nights Raine had spent under 
the big desert sky came back him. How often had 
he dreamed he had a lover at his side to watch the 
stars with him? If Kit made a habit of going up 
there after work, perhaps Raine would happen to 
chance along one night. 

Which would be wrong. Don’t think about it. 


“Are your colleagues in the galley glad to see 


you back?” 

“They’re a bit off with me,” Kit admitted. 
“Gracie was pretty hurt. Understandable.” 

“| gave her the note you left.” 

Kit looked up sharply. “You did? Thanks. | 

wasn’t sure anyone would bother.” 

“I think she’s been let down by a lot of 

people in her life.” He didn’t mean it to sound like 
an accusation, but Kit clearly took it as one. 
“And I’m the latest bastard to do the same. | 
know. You don’t have to rub it in.” 

“I didn’t mean that. You were—” 

“Only thinking about myself. Same as usual, | 
guess.” He stood. “We done?” 

No, don’t go yet! He wanted Kit here, wanted 
the scent of the cleaning fluids he carried on his 
hands and his clothes, because the scents were 
him. Wanted him here. Wanted him. 

“We haven't quite finished. What about after 


the observation deck?” 


“It’s there on your screen. | went back to the 

bunk room and went to bed. | was there until | 
went to work this morning. Do you need to know 
details of how long | was in the shower?” 

Don’t picture him in the shower. “That 

won’t be necessary.” 

What else could he ask to make Kit stay? He 
didn’t have to ask anything; he could order it. But 
that would be hollow. He could order Kit to stay, 
but he couldn’t order him to do what Raine really 
wanted. 

And the longer they were in here behind a 

closed door, the more people would talk. Wait, the 
door was closed? He hadn’t noticed before. Kit 
must have closed it when he came in. He’d never 
done so before. Why this time? What did he expect 
to happen? What did he want to happen? 

It didn’t matter what Kit wanted. They 

weren't doing it again. It was entirely 


unacceptable. 


“So, ah, where are you going now?” Raine 

asked, grasping at anything to ask. 

“The gym,” Kit said. “Got a couple of hours 

to kill before lunch shift, and | have got a shitload 
of energy to burn off after being in your dungeon 
for a week.” 

“It wasn’t a week.” 

“Felt like it.” 

“Since you slept most of the time, I’m not sure 
how it would feel so long to you.” 

“Watching me, were you?” He shrugged. 

“Lying down with my eyes closed doesn’t mean | 
was Sleeping. Just...thinking.” 

Brooding? Or planning? Kit rolled his 

shoulders, a movement which should not have been 
in any way sexy, and yet the smooth action of 
muscles and the way the white fabric settled back 
against his skin made Raine want to rumble a 
growl low in his throat. His cock started to fill, 


and he cursed it, feeling like a teenager, notina 


good way. 

“So | think l'Il take a good long run ona 

treadmill and then a steam.” He winked at Raine. 
“Love a good long steam, don’t you?” 

“Don’t be late back on duty.” Raine kept his 

voice as neutral and as cold as he could manage. 
Which was to say, not cold at all. The image came 
unbidden, unwanted, yet irresistible. Kit lying ona 
bench in the sauna, naked. Sweat beading on his 
long, lean body, hair heavy and damp, sticking to 
his neck and shoulders, falling down over the edge 
of the bench. 

“Why don’t you come and join me?” Kit said. 
“What?” 

“Unless you can think of a better way for me 

to burn off the excess energy.” 

“Stop it.” Raine stood. The sultry expression 
vanished from Kit’s face, surprise displacing it. 
“Stop what?” 


“Trying to...distract me again. | know what 


your game is, and it won’t work.” 

The fact it had worked twice already gave lie 

to his statement. But Raine ignored this 
inconvenient fact and tried to summon up the 
proper righteous indignation at being so cynically 
manipulated. He quickly found it was impossible 

to feel righteously indignant while he had an 
erection. 

“You still think I’m trying to distract you?” 

Kit shook his head, looking disgusted. “Man, you 
are either the most suspicious bastard alive or you 
have an issue with self-esteem.” 

“What the hell does self-esteem have to do 

with it?” 

“Hasn't it crossed your mind | might want 

you? | kissed you because you're hot. | let you fuck 
me because I’d been dreaming about your cock for 
two damn weeks, and | had to have it in me.” 
Raine stared and wished to God he could 


believe it, but it couldn’t be true. 


“You're a liar.” He heard a tiny trembling in 

his voice. “Why would someone like you want 
someone like me?” 

“What, are you fishing for compliments?” The 
impatient tone made Raine angry right alongside 
his surging desire. “You're hot.” 

Raine snorted and turned way. “Now | know 
you're a liar.” 

“Of course you’re hot, you bull-necked idiot. 

How can you not know this? Don’t you have a 
mirror in your quarters? How do you shave?” 
“Stop trying to...to butter me up.” 

“Butter you up?” His voice sounded amused, 

and Raine looked back at him to see him grinning. 
“Interesting idea. | have access to butter, as it 
happens.” 

The grin was too much. It took Raine over the 
edge. So cocky, so cheeky, so damn sexy. He took 
a couple of quick steps and, before Kit could react, 


pulled him close, kissing him hard. He raked a 


hand through Kit’s hair. Hair Raine spent long 
hours thinking about, imagining it sweeping across 
his chest. 

“Oh, please God help me, Kit. | need you.” 

“You’ve got me. You’ve had me since you 

said ‘who the hell are you?’” 

The first words Raine had spoken to him. 

They’d made Kit want to answer “yours” even 
back then. If only they’d had time, they’d have 
fucked right there in the elevator. Kit didn’t want 
to desire Raine—it couldn’t end well. But he 
couldn’t ignore it any more than he could ignore an 
itch or hunger. 

Raine lifted him, the big lug, hands under his 

ass. Kit locked his legs around Raine’s hips. He’d 
had the urge over and over to fold himself around 
the guy, seeking his strength. Raine deposited him 
on the desk and grabbed for the belt of Kit’s apron. 
Kit leaned back to let him get at where it was tied 


at the front, and Raine immediately made a mess of 


getting it untied and jammed the knot instead. 
“Dammit,” he muttered. 

“Oh, get off it, you damn fool,” Kit said, 

taking over, pushing Raine’s big hands out of the 
way and quickly unpicking the knot himself. He 
pulled it free and tossed the apron aside. Raine 
managed the shirt easily enough. He grabbed the 
hem, and Kit raised his arms to let Raine pull the 
shirt off. 

He leaned back again, wincing when he put 

one hand down on something hard, but then he 
smiled an invitation. Raine took him up on it, first 
kissing him fiercely, then moving down his neck 
and chest, finding and sucking on a nipple and 
making Kit grind his hips involuntarily. Raine 
needed no more encouragement. He slipped his 
hand under the elastic waistband of Kit’s baggy 
pants, and he made a small sound of surprise. 
“No underwear?” 


“Would you wear borrowed underwear?” 


Raine spluttered out a laugh. “Guess not.” 

Kit supposed he hadn’t noticed the absence 

last time—he’d been in too much of a hurry. He 
stroked his big strong hand up and down Kit’s 
cock, making Kit moan, head back, hair sweeping 
over his naked back. 

“Tell me what I can do for you,” Raine said. 

Nice to be the one asked first. “Fuck me. 

Right here on your desk.” 

He feared he’d made a mistake; reminding 

Raine of where they were could have broken the 
spell and revived those annoying scruples of his. 
Would he pull back? Kit wouldn’t let it happen. 
He took hold of Raine’s fly zip and started to pull 
on it. Raine responded instantly, any momentary 
doubt he might have felt apparently forgotten or 
ignored. 

He was clumsy, which should have been 
annoying but which Kit found somehow endearing, 


forgivable. Since Raine usually restrained his 


considerable strength so well, seeing him without 
the control made him like some unleashed animal. 
Powerful and yet unused to his freedom. 

He turned Kit over on the desk and yanked 

down his pants. Bent naked over a desk with a 
fully clothed man about to fuck him had Kit both 
thrilled and scared at once. He pulled back enough 
to give his cock some room and stroked it to help 
soothe his nerves and relax himself. 

“Lube,” Raine said, and for a second Kit 

thought he was asking for some—which Kit 
realized he didn’t have—but instead a finger, slick 
and cold with the lube, slipped into Kit’s ass to 
prepare him. He gasped and shuddered with the 
shock of it, then moaned. 

“Yes, good.” Lube. Good. Raine hadn’t had 

lube and condoms in his office the last time. Had 
he laid some in since then? Kit giggled at the 
thought and then frowned. Taking it for granted 


he’d get to fuck Kit again? 


Raine withdrew his finger and said, 

“Ready?” 

Ready? Of course he was fucking ready. He 
glanced back over his shoulder. “Do you mind if 
we pop out for brunch first?” 

Raine made a nice growling sound, one he 
apparently kept for when Kit particularly annoyed 
him, and he pushed in. Kit gasped at the momentary 
sting of it. God, he had to get a better look at 
Raine’s cock. It must be big. He’d caught a 
glimpse of it when he looked back a second ago, 
the head of it, sheathed and shiny, poised over 
Kit’s ass. But he’d been too busy presenting his 
ass to it to appreciate it properly, both last time 
and this time. 

Raine didn’t last much longer than he had 

their first time. Too wound up before he started, 
that was his trouble. Ready to pop before he got 
his pants off. They needed to do this properly— 


long and slow. There was a lot to be said for a 


nice soft bed rather than a hard desk with office 
Supplies sticking to his sweating chest. 

Raine gripped Kit’s thighs, steadying him as 

he thrust faster and faster into him, reaching his 
tipping point quickly, strangled sounds coming 
from him, not daring to cry out as he surely wanted 
to. 

Kit had to grit his teeth to stay quiet too. 

Raine wouldn't want his staff outside to hear them. 
Kit didn’t care so much. He’d walked out of a 
manager's office to the sight of an outer office full 
of smirking, knowing faces often enough not to 
give a damn. But it clearly bothered Raine. He 

kept it down. 

“C-coming...” The word was soft, yet 

seemed torn from Raine. The word became reality 
as he thrust once more and then stiffened, rigid as a 
statue, and released. Instinctively, Kit clamped his 
ass around the throbbing cock, and Raine groaned, 


the loudest sound he’d made so far, one Kit would 


love to hear more of. 

So he was disappointed when Raine 

withdrew quickly after coming. Aw, damn. Kit 
sighed and stood up, wincing at overstretched 
muscles. Raine was already zipping up. He was 
also muttering to himself and shaking his head. 
“What?” Kit said. “What’s bothering you?” 

“We shouldn’t have...” He turned back to 

Kit, and his eyes widened. He stared at Kit’s still 
hard and ready cock. “You...you didn’t...” 

“| didn’t come yet, no.” He grinned. “Come 

on over here and let me make some nasty stains on 
your uniform.” 

Horror came into Raine’s eyes at the 

invitation. Even so, he moved closer, though 
Slowly. 

“Come on, Raine, for fuck’s sake. You can’t 

leave me like this. You came too quick.” Whoops. 
Shouldn’t have said that. Poor guy looks 


mortified. “| mean, I'm nearly there. Please.” He 


stroked his cock with a light touch, painfully 
sensitive. His breath came fast. He needed Raine 
to finish it. 

“You're my prisoner.” Raine took another 

step. 

“If you keep saying that, I’m going to think 

you want to tie me up. Please, Raine, | need you.” 
And he wanted it, Kit knew. Raine stared, not 

at Kit’s face, but at his cock. When he finally came 
close enough, Kit expected him to use his hand, but 
instead Raine suddenly dropped to his knees and 
engulfed Kit’s cock with his mouth. 

The pleasure quickly grew unbearably 

intense. Kit climaxed within a minute, Raine 

barely having to do a thing for him beyond the 
warm, wet embrace of his mouth. He came 
shuddering and shaking, with one hand on the desk 
and one on the back of Raine’s head, stroking his 
bristly hair gently. As the wave of pleasure ebbed, 


Kit sighed and leaned back against the desk, knees 


trembling, while Raine stood up. 

“Was that okay?” Raine said. 

Kit grinned. “You ever have a blowjob that 
wasn't?” 

Raine smiled. “Guess not.” He grew serious 
again. “We can’t keep doing this.” 

“Sure we can. Look, it’s probably just a 

physical thing. We’ll get it out of our systems ina 
few days.” He dried himself off with his apron, 
found his pants, and pulled them on. “Don’t worry 
so much about it.” His picked up his shirt from the 
desk and put it on. “Same time tomorrow?” 

“No!” 

“I meant for the check-in.” 

“Oh, I, yes, | guess we have to.” 

“I'd better go.” Kit balled up the apron. “I'll 

see you tomorrow.” Feeling wicked, he sniffed and 
then smirked at Raine. “You’d better get your air 
freshener out again.” 


Chapter Eight 


When Kit arrived for his check-in, he found 
Warner sitting behind Raine’s desk. She gave him 
a cold look. Another one who hadn't forgiven him 
for his escape attempt. 

“Where’s Raine?” 

“Off duty.” 

He hadn’t said anything about being off duty 
today when Kit had said “same time tomorrow.” 
He might have been distracted. Kit was good at 
distracting him. But Warner had taken his check- 
ins before. Yes— before. When Raine had been 
avoiding him. 

Thought he could do so again, did he? He had 
another think coming. Kit had condoms and lube in 
the pocket of his apron, because he’d felt sure 
Raine would be up for it again. He still felt sure 
and wasn’t going to go and nap on his bunk. He 
had to find Raine. Though this was a big ship, 
there were only so many places for the crew to 


hang out while off duty. He knew where to look 


first. 

As soon as Warner dismissed him, Kit 

headed for the gym. A man didn’t stay looking like 
Raine by hanging out in the rec room with his feet 
up. Sure enough, he found Raine sitting on a bench 
doing bicep curls with some ridiculously huge 

hand weight Kit couldn’t have picked up without a 
block and tackle. He didn’t go in at once but froze 
by the door, admiring Raine. Kit hadn’t seen him 
with so few clothes on before. He wore long pants, 
but he had on a sports shirt, his big arms entirely 
bare. Sweat stood out in beads on his muscles, 
catching the light as he moved, making him appear 
to be dusted with diamonds. He wore a look of 
fiercely focused attention. Who knew it took so 
much concentration to lift weights? 

“Need a spot?” Kit asked after standing 

unnoticed in the doorway for a couple of minutes. 
Raine started at the sound of Kit’s voice and 


looked over at him. 


“Ah, no, not for bicep curls. A spotter is only 
needed when there’s a chance of dropping the 
weight on yourself if you lose—” 

“You think | came here for a lesson in 
weightlifting?” 

Raine glanced around nervously. They were 
alone. He lowered the weight to the deck and 
stood when Kit came in. As Kit approached him, 
Raine grabbed a towel and scrubbed it over his 
head, where sweat glistened in the bristly crop. 
More avoidance, Kit thought. He approached close 
enough to startle Raine when he stopped 
pretending to be busy with his towel. 

“Į just did the check-in with Warner,” Kit 

said. 

“Um, good.” 

“She’s pissed with me.” 

“A lot of people are.” Raine started to gather 
up and rack the weights. 


“You're avoiding me.” 


“Don't be ridiculous.” 

“Sure you are. You think we shouldn’t be 

fucking, and you think not seeing me will mean 
you'll stop wanting to fuck me.” 

“You need to get over yourself. I’m off duty 

today and have other things to do besides orbit 
around you.” 

The tone was a forced attempt at casual. It 

didn’t fool Kit for a second. 

“You're right about one thing.” Raine locked 

the weights down with a safety bar. Kit supposed 
one didn’t want heavy weights floating around if 
the gravity failed, ready to fall down and damage 
someone or something when the gravity came back. 
“You're right, we shouldn’t be...” He 

stopped, glancing around again. “We shouldn’t be 
fucking. And especially not in my office.” 

“If the office is what’s bothering you, then 

let’s go to your quarters.” 


Raine scowled at him. “Did you miss the first 


part of what | said?” 

“No. Look, why shouldn’t we be fucking? 

What does it matter? And don’t start giving me 
your shit about me being your prisoner.” 

“I’m the security chief, and you're a 

stowaway and a thief. How much more 
inappropriate can it be?” 

Kit almost snapped back to deny being a thief 

but remembered Raine emptying his duffel bag 
onto the desk. Finding the medical laser. 

“Nobody else on the ship cares. You tell me 

to get over myself, but what about you? What 
makes you So sure everyone is watching to see 
who you're going to bed with?” 

“Because I’ve served on this ship for three 

years, and | can tell you that everyone /s watching 
to see who everyone else is going to bed with.” 
He might have a point. Kit and Gracie spent 

many an hour entertaining themselves with gossip 


sessions about the rest of the crew. The crew’s 


love lives were always their favorite topic. 

“Okay, so they'll know. So what? Like I said 
yesterday, this is just physical. I’m sure we'll get 
tired of it soon enough.” 

Raine looked at him for a long time before he 
spoke. “You think so? Just physical?” He sounded 
like he wanted reassurance. 

“What, you think I’m in love with you? Think 
again. You’re an annoying bastard, and you drive 
me crazy. But I’ve gotta have you, Raine. You... 
feel the same way, right?” 

N o w he was looking for reassurance. 

Because if Raine had stronger feelings, beyond the 
physical, this could become complicated. Kit 
didn’t want to hurt him—annoying as he was. 
Hard to read him—he wore a frozen 

expression. This bothered Kit. He liked being able 
to read people—it was one of his core skills. 
Frustrated, wanting to force him to react, Kit 


moved closer. Raine couldn’t step back without 


falling over the weights rack right behind him. 
“You work hard in here, don’t you?” Kit said. 
He stroked one of Raine’s impressive arms. “The 
results are worth the effort.” The skin goose- 
fleshed under Kit’s hand, and Raine shivered. A 
flush rose up his chest, into his face. 
“I bet you’re in here most of your off-duty 
hours, right? Nothing else to do? So I’m giving you 
something else to do. You can count it as exercise, 
if you like.” He leaned in for a kiss, and Raine 
gasped, opening his mouth to Kit, but only fora 
second, before pushing him back. 
“We're in a public place.” 
“Then let’s go somewhere private.” 

x x OX 
Raine couldn’t believe he had agreed, but he 
came out of the gym’s changing room to find Kit 
waiting for him, looking impatient. 
“Come on. | have lunch service in a couple of 


hours.” 


Raine led the way with Kit at his side and 

became instantly self-conscious. Whenever they 
passed anyone, they were the subject of a curious 
glance. 

“Maybe you should put me in cuffs to allay 
suspicion,” Kit said, smirking. 

“I think it’s too late.” He hated the idea of the 
crew gossiping about his sex life. Especially his 
security staff; it couldn’t be good for discipline. 

He suddenly took Kit’s arm in his hand and 
speeded up. 

“Mmm, keen.” 

Keen to get them both out of sight, more like 

it. Raine hoped he looked like the security chief 
dragging their resident stowaway off someplace. 
But since the someplace was his cabin, the 
playacting went only so far. He breathed a sigh of 
relief when they reached the crew cabins and went 
inside. Kit didn’t sigh; he shouted an exclamation 


as the door closed. 


“Fuck me, it’s hot in here! Is there something 
wrong with the environmental controls?” 

“I told you, I’m from a hot place. This is 
comfortable for me.” 

“Comfortable if you don’t intend to wear any 
clothes the entire time you're in here.” 

Raine shrugged. “I wear clothes.” Kit was 

already stripping. Not from passion but because of 
the heat. “l'Il turn it down a bit.” Raine fiddled 
with the controls. 

“What, are you part lizard or something?” Kit 
pulled his shirt off over his head, loosened his 
hair, and shook it out. “Do you have to lie on a hot 
rock to become active?” His pants went next, and 
he still had no underwear, so within thirty seconds 
of coming into the cabin, he was gloriously naked. 
His cock stood sort of at half-mast, filling, not yet 
full. 

Kit jumped onto the bunk and sprawled in an 


enticing pose, seeming to take up the whole bed, 


despite his slenderness. His legs fell open, one 
knee up, resting against the wall. 

“That’s better,” Kit said, of the temperature, 
Raine assumed, as cool air poured in through the 
vent. But sweat still broke out, gleaming on his 
Skin, dampening his hair. “Come on over here, 
then. It’s your bed after all.” 

Raine slipped off his jacket and draped it 

over the back of a chair. Nimbly, Kit sprang up to 
his knees and slid his arms around Raine when he 
came close enough. 

“You realize | haven’t seen you naked yet, big 
fella? Me, you've barely seen me with my clothes 
on, but | can’t seem to get you to expose much 
flesh.” 

Raine looked down into Kit’s face, turned up 

to him, silky black hair spread on his shoulders. So 
beautiful. How could he believe Kit wanted him? 
Oh, stop that. He’s here, naked in your arms, 


ready to make love to you. What more do you 


need? 

He dipped his head, closing his eyes, and 

their lips met. A softer, slower kiss than any they’d 
Shared so far. Kit might complain about having 
only a couple of hours before he had to get back to 
the galley, but that gave them plenty of time. They 
got 

busy 

on 

Raine’s 

clothes, 

unzipping, 

unbuttoning, peeling off. Kit growled when he 
found an undershirt under Raine’s T-shirt. 

“For fuck’s sake, how many more layers? l'II 

have to go back to work before | get hold of so 
much as a nipple.” 

Raine laughed and pulled the undershirt off 

over his head, giving Kit full access to both 


nipples. Instantly he flicked his tongue over the left 


one, and Raine moaned. Arousal and cold air made 
the nipples stiffen and poke out of the wiry hair on 
Raine’s chest. He felt self-conscious about the 

hair, hoping Kit didn’t find it a turnoff. He 
sometimes got rid of it if he was going to be ashore 
for a while. 

Kit didn’t appear to mind. He ran his long 

fingers through it and teased Raine’s right nipple 
with his thumb. Kit himself had a trail of finer, 

dark hair dusting his chest and belly, and Raine 
traced it down to the thicker nest below. It was 
damp with sweat already. His skin glowed, and the 
musky scent of arousal rose from him, mingled 
with that of ship-issue soap and shampoo. 

“| can turn the heat down some more,” Raine 
offered. 

“It’s fine. Stand still.” He went to work on 

Raine’s pants, undoing the zip and easing them 
down. Unlike him, Raine had on underwear. “At 


least it’s not long johns,” Kit muttered. He shoved 


the pants down to Raine’s knees, but Raine 
stopped him. 

“Wait, wait. Let me get my boots off.” He sat 

on the bed and hauled them off fast. The second 
one had barely left his foot before Kit pushed him 
down on the bed and stripped him of socks, pants, 
and underwear, tossing them aside. He leaned over 
Raine on all fours, hair hanging down. 

“At last | have you right where | want you,” 

he said, grinning. Raine pulled him down for a 

kiss, and his hair bushed Raine’s neck and chest. 
The soft touch sent a thrill through him, making him 
push up against Kit involuntarily. His cock rubbed 
against Kit’s and made them both moan softly. 

“Any requests?” Kit asked, smiling against 

Raine’s mouth, the smile more felt than seen. 

He’d like to fuck Kit again, but there was no 

rush. And he felt he’d been too selfish the other 
two times—too quick to take his pleasure, barely 


thinking about Kit’s. Kit had had to ask Raine to 


finish him off, for God’s sake. A man shouldn’t 
have to ask. 

“Whatever you want to do.” 

“Then let me to show you what I’m best at.” 

He dropped kisses on Raine, dipping his head, 
pecking at him, pulling back quickly. 

“Would that be teasing?” Raine asked. 

“You're good at that.” 

“You'd better believe it.” Kit pecked a few 

more kisses down Raine’s neck, flicking his tongue 
into the hollow at the base of his throat. “But | 
mean what’s earned me promotion on more than 
one occasion.” He laughed, and Raine stirred 
uncomfortably. Is this how Kit used to get on at 
work? Sleeping with men who could offer him 
promotions? Is that how things worked back on 
Drexler? He certainly didn’t seem shy about 
admitting it. 

The kisses trailed down Raine’s chest, warm 


lips, warm breath through his wiry hair. Raine 


reached down and stroked Kit’s hair. It felt like 
silk. How he kept it so soft was a mystery to Raine 
but one he didn’t care to solve. He wanted only to 
Slip his fingers through it and see the light slide 
across the surface of it, liquidlike. 

Kit kept moving down, and Raine resisted any 
urge to push him faster. Why hurry? They had no 
need to rush to finish before anyone got suspicious. 
They could relish it. Kit touched Raine’s cock, 
encircling it with his fingers, but didn’t pump it, 
just stroked up and down slowly a couple of times. 
His kisses, meanwhile, had reached Raine’s naval, 
and he teased the little hollow with his tongue a 
few times before moving on. His fingers were cool 
and firm on Raine’s hot flesh, in contrast to those 
soft, warm lips. 

Looking down, Raine couldn’t see much, 
everything hidden by Kit’s hair as it trailed down 
Raine’s body in the wake of his kisses. As lovely 


as Raine found the hair, he knew what he wanted 


to see more. He reached down and gently pushed it 
aside. Kit raised his head, smiling. 

“Curtain up, show’s starting.” He dipped his 

head again, and this time his lips slid over Raine’s 
erection. Down he went, taking it in deep until his 
lips touched his fingers, which were still curled 
around the base of Raine’s cock. Raine couldn’t 
help writhing and arching his back. He wanted to 
savor this, but he wasn’t made of stone, and the 
reality of what he’d daydreamed about so often 
came close to unbearable in its intensity. 

Kit’s hair tumbled over his face again, and he 
used his other hand to sweep it away to lie on his 
back. His head moved up and down, quite slowly 
at first, his other hand still at the base of Raine’s 
cock. He was squeezing, Raine realized, slowing 
Raine down. Understandable he’d think Raine had 
a hair trigger after the first two times they’d done 
it. Raine feared he’d still come sooner than he 


would any other time, with any other man. Even the 


Short walk from the gym had been long enough for 
the anticipation to build in his belly. Not as ready 
to explode as he had been the other times but 
certainly not a cold start either. 

Kit’s gentle squeeze must have had an effect, 
though, and they fell into a slow, easy rhythm. 
Raine thought he could last for some time, even 
when Kit teased his tongue up and down the shaft, 
flickered it over the tip. Even when Kit stopped 
squeezing and stroked instead, thumb running up 
and down the throbbing vein. Was he getting tired? 
Did he want Raine to come? Raine didn’t want to 
—not yet. This was too good. Too much warm, 
intense, bone-deep pleasure. He cried out in 
frustration when Kit raised his head, letting the 
cock slip out of his mouth. 

“Please, don’t stop!” 

“I’m getting a cramp. Fucking hell, Raine, | 
thought you came fast. My jaw’s locking up, and 


I’m ready to come from frotting your damn 


bedspread.” He gave a half-hysterical giggle. 

He couldn’t stop, he couldn’t. Raine’s cock 
quivered, too sensitive to touch, so close. “Do... 

do whatever you want. Anything. Just need you.” 
“Hang on. Where’s the lube?” 

Raine’s eye widened, but he pointed at the 
drawers above the bed. Kit found the little tube, 
smeared a load on his fingers, then grinned down 
at Raine. “Let me get to the nub of the issue.” 
Before Raine could speak, Kit was bending 

over him, Raine’s cock in his mouth again, and one 
finger slipping into Raine’s ass. The invasion gave 
him a second of pain, but he quickly got over it and 
writhed against the digit. 

“More...” 

Two fingers now and Kit found his prostate. 

Raine yelled so loud they must have heard him on 
the bridge, and he didn’t care, because there was 
no bridge, no ship, nothing but this bed and him 


and Kit. 


“Fuck me!” The words surprised him, the 

crudeness and the request itself. Not something he 
asked for often. But he didn’t often have a man in 
his bed he desired as much as he desired Kit. Even 
as he spoke, he came, and anything Kit might have 
said was silenced by Raine’s climax. Kit raised 

his head a moment later, panting, grinning, face red 
and sweating and savagely beautiful in his 
excitement. 

“Fuck me,” Raine said again. Wanted Kit in 

him, utterly joined to him. Kit’s eyes widened. 
“Oh, you want me to actually fuck you. | 
thought you were just, ah, expressing pleasure. 
You know like ‘fuck me, that was good’?” 

“Shut up and fuck me, you damn fool.” 

Kit giggled, somewhat disconcertingly. “| 

warn you, | can fuck and talk at the same time.” 
“As long as you do the first, | can take the 
second.” 


“I'll bet.” He shuffled around on the bed, 


wincing from undoubtedly cramped muscles, 
rummaged in the same drawer where he’d found 
the lube, and came out with a pack of condoms. 
“Hmm,” he said, looking at Raine as he put a 
condom on. “I think it’s best if you turn over.” 
Raine did. Best position for them in the 

cramped space. Being completely, bonelessly, 
wiped out from his orgasm would make anything 
more than lying sprawled impossible anyway. 

His cock, still hard, rubbed against the 

bedsheets and jerked when Kit positioned himself 
and thrust in. Quite rough in his excitement, close 
to coming already. He buried it to the hilt, and 
Raine grunted. Been a while. 

“Okay?” Kit said, a tiny edge of concern in 

his voice. 

“Yes! Yes, it’s...” He moved himself until he 

found a good position, and the head of Kit’s cock 
grazed his prostate. “Oh God!” 


Kit wasted no words—a miracle. He leaned 


over, his legs nudging Raine’s farther apart, his 
hands planted either side of Raine’s body, and 
thrust strongly. Those long, lean legs had more 
strength than Raine might have expected—kKit’s 
thrusts were powerful and deep. He quickly set a 
fast rhythm, and despite his earlier assertion about 
being able to talk and fuck at the same time, he 
didn’t say a thing. When Raine looked back over 
his shoulder, he saw Kit’s eyes were screwed 
closed, sweat was shining on his face, and his hair 
hung limp and bedraggled. But still beautiful. Right 
at this moment, Raine would give him anything. He 
didn’t care if this was all a plot to get Raine on his 
side to help him. He’d give Kit the launch codes 
for the captain’s yacht as long as he just didn’t 
stop. 

He had to stop in the end, but a spectacular 

stop, after building to a frenzied rhythm, breath 
coming in gasps. Raine writhed under him, the 


pounding on his prostate more than he could stand 


without crying out in a mix of pleasure and pain. 
Too sensitive, too close, too intense. Never like 
this before. Never like this. 

“Kit!” 

The word and the orgasm were one, his mind 
wiped out to a blank, blind thing for he couldn’t 
tell how long. Then awareness of reality returned. 
Kit was lying over Raine’s back, panting, limbs 
sprawled around him. The weight of him felt good, 
but the heat was too much even for Raine. He 
needed some air on his skin and stirred. 

“Gotta move,” he said. Kit didn’t protest. He 
rolled off Raine—fortunately toward the wall, not 
the open side of the bunk—and Raine turned onto 
his side. With so little room, they were still 
crammed close, sweaty and overheated skin 
pressed together, but there was a cooling draft on 
Raine’s back at least. He reached out to stroke 
Kit’s hair, no longer silky but coarse and heavy 


with sweat. 


“That’s nice,” Kit sighed, and Raine smiled 

to hear the pleasure in his voice. A lazy, blurred 
edge to it, like a half-asleep cat. They lay quietly 
for a few minutes, breathing slowing. Kit’s eyes 
were closed, but Raine kept his open, looking 
down at the man in his arms and thinking 
impossible things. 

“Didn’t think you’d want that,” Kit said after 

a while, opening his eyes. “Guys like you never 
want me to top them.” 

“They don’t know what they're missing.” 
“Flattery will get you nowhere. Except me 

back here this afternoon, when you can fuck my 
brains out.” 

Raine sighed. This afternoon, because Kit 

would have to go back to work soon. The thought 
splashed cold water down Raine’s spine. This 
might feel good, but that didn’t make it right. He 
Slipped out of Kit’s embrace and off the bunk. 


“You can have the shower first, since you 


need to get out of here sooner.” 

Kit leaned up on his elbows, some 
disappointment in his face. But he rallied and put 
on his cocky grin again. “What, we’re not going to 
share?” 

“Hah, you’ve never seen the showers in the 
cabins have you?” Had he? What about Parker’s? 
Kit didn’t correct him. 

“They’re smaller than the ones in the bunk 
rooms?” 

“Much smaller. Trade-off for the extra 

privacy, | suppose.” He put on his bathrobe. “Go 
on, | can wait. There are towels in there.” 

Kit looked at him oddly but got off the bed 

and walked into the tiny bathroom area. The 
shower started running. Raine smiled, letting 
himself picture Kit in there, knowing he could 
walk in and see it if he wanted. But it was no 
exaggeration to say the showers were not big 


enough for two. They were barely big enough for 


one. A muffled curse made him guess Kit had 
banged an elbow against the wall. 

The shower shut off a few minutes later, and 

Kit emerged with one towel around his waist and 
blotting his hair dry with another. 

“If | didn’t have claustrophobia before, | do 
now.” 

Raine thought of Kit’s tiny nest they’d 

discovered after they captured him the first time 
and of the crate he’d tried to escape from the ship 
in. “You don’t seem like a man prone to 
claustrophobia. Okay, my turn.” 

Kit frowned as Raine swept past him. 

“You got anything to drink around here?” 

“There.” Raine pointed at the door of the 

cooler built into the wall. “Help yourself.” Then 

he closed the door behind him. When he came out 
of the bathroom a few minutes later, Kit was 
lounging on the bed, naked except for a towel 


draped on his shoulders to keep his wet hair off his 


Skin. He was drinking a cold soda and eating 
chips. 

“Done already?” Kit asked. “On the double, 

eh?” 

“No need to linger or waste water.” He 

cinched the belt of his bathrobe around himself. 
The room felt extremely chilly to him. How could 
Kit stand to lie there naked? “Um, do you want a 
robe or a shirt or something?” 

“I’m fine. Want some chips?” 

“The chips weren’t in the fridge,” Raine 
observed, sitting down beside him. 

“Call me a thief and l'Il act like one.” 

A fair point. Raine took a couple of chips. 

“Look, Kit. This was”— Incredible? Bone- 
melting? Mind-bending?—“great. But you know it 
can't go on.” 

He expected an argument, but Kit just looked 
back at him for a moment and took a sip of soda. 


“O kay. ” 


“It’s wrong. You must be able to see the 

logic. Maybe after the voyage is over, once things 
are sorted out for you...” 

“Fine. Absolutely.” 

The airy unconcern in his voice started to 

bother Raine. He’d expected an argument. Why 
was Kit so happy not to get to sleep with Raine 
anymore? Raine wasn’t happy about it. 

Kit finished his soda and climbed off the bed. 

The fresh scent of soap on his skin as he passed 
made Raine’s cock stir slightly. Kit started to 
gather up his clothes and put them on. 

“Whatever you want, Raine. We'll totally 

stop having sex.” He pulled up his baggy pants and 
tied the draw cord. “I won’t offer to suck your 
cock again.” He fiddled with the shirt, turning it 
the right way out. “You don’t have to fuck me.” He 
pulled the shirt on over his head and freed his hair 
from the neck. “I won’t fuck you, and you won’t 


suck me.” He found his shoes and slipped them 


onto bare feet. “There’ll be absolutely no kissing, 
handjobs, frottage, or any other form of sexual 
activity between us.” 
Raine shifted uncomfortably because of the 
effect of the images evoked by Kit’s words, but Kit 
took no apparent notice. He tied the belt of his 
apron around his hips, giving himself back the 
slender but angular and masculine shape the baggy 
clothes disguised. 
“In short, you’ll never again see me naked. 
You must be terribly relieved. So if you'll excuse 
me, | have to go work the lunch shift. | believe 
we’re serving unicorn steaks with a side of 
ambrosia.” 
The door slid closed behind him, leaving 
Raine staring. So... Kit might not be entirely 
convinced Raine meant what he said. 

x OK OK 
Kit called Raine’s bluff. He knew Raine still 


wanted him, but if he kept making the first move, 


Raine would keep on saying that they shouldn’t do 
it again after this time, and Kit would once again 
be painted as the one who'd tempted him. So he 
took Raine’s insistence they couldn’t do it again at 
face value and let him stew. Let him get to the 
point where Kit would come into Raine’s office 

and find him lying naked on the desk with a bow 
tied around his cock. 

For two days, Raine did the check-in 

meetings, and Kit was such a good boy during 
them. He stood at something resembling attention, 
pretending he didn’t notice Raine was flushed, 
shifting in his chair, and hoarse. Pretending he 
didn’t notice Raine’s eyes were not only 
undressing him, they were ripping his clothes off 
and screwing him silly on the floor of the office. 

Or sometimes they were pleading with Kit to 

screw Raine silly. Interesting that. A big guy, in 
authority, but that day in his cabin, he’d let Kit take 


the lead. And most guys like him didn’t bottom, in 


Kit’s experience. They thought it made them less 
macho or something. Dicks. So...interesting. 

But he still wouldn’t make the first move. 

On the third day after they’d had sex in 

Raine’s cabin, Raine finished the check-in and 
dismissed him. Kit turned to march out as smartly 
as any soldier when he heard the whisper. 

“Kit.” 

Raine had started calling him “Miller” again 

in the office, so the name caught Kit’s attention. 
“Don’t turn around.” 

Kit didn’t. He stood by the open door. 

Outside, the security team went about their 
business. None of them could hear Raine. 

“I can’t stop thinking about it.” 

Neither could Kit, but he wouldn’t admit it. 

“Will you come to my cabin tonight? After 

you finish dinner cleanup? l'Il be off duty by then.” 
“Twenty-two thirty,” Kit said, not looking 


back at him so Raine couldn’t see his huge grin. 


“And turn the heat down.” 

Chapter Nine 

It had become a routine in the ten days since, 

Kit coming to Raine’s cabin straight after dinner 
cleanup finished. Raine insisted Kit went back to 
the bunk room afterward, though, as if he thought 
they could keep it secret. Kit could have told him 
that wasn’t happening. 

“Won't be seeing the chief tonight, then?” 

Gracie said as she and Kit manhandled a supplies 
cart into the stores container. 

“He said he'll be back too late,” Kit said 

with a grimace. Raine was going with the captain 
and other senior officers for a dinner aboard the 
escort’s flagship. The Dawn had arrived at the 
rendezvous to join up with the convoy, and officers 
from the escort ships had already arrived aboard 
for an inspection visit. “Anyway, he’s got his 
panties in a wad about being ready for them. | think 


I'd rather stay away from him today. He’d be kind 


of tiring.” 

“Going by how worn-out you look these days, 

I'd say he’s always rather tiring.” She grinned, 
consulted the list, and led him along an aisle. 
“Come on, let’s grab the crappy rubbish we'll be 
eating tonight while your boyfriend and his la-di- 
da officer friends are getting the silver-service 
treatment.” 

“Boyfriend?” Kit laughed. “We’re not exactly 
about to get engaged, you Know. He hasn’t even 
told me his first name.” 

“What? Why not?” 

“Oh, | don’t know. He got this thing about 

telling me back before we were doing it, and | sort 
of laid out a challenge, and he still hasn’t told me.” 
“He probably forgot he hasn’t,” she said, 

running a scanner over some boxes before loading 
them onto the cart. 

“Forgot? No way. Raine thinks about me all 


day and every day, obsessing over the minutiae of 


our relationship.” 

She giggled at his mock-aggrieved tone. “| 

know his first name. It’s—” 

“Don’t tell me. | know | could find it out in a 
second in the ship’s computer or by asking 
someone, but | want him to tell me. And no, | don’t 
believe he thinks about it all day long, but he’s 
aware he hasn’t told me yet; I’m sure of it. So he’s 
either testing me, or he’s got some kind of mental 
block about it.” 

“That would be messed up either way.” 
“Undoubtedly. | just haven’t decided what 

kind of messed up he is yet.” 

“You could pop over and ask him.” She 

nodded back the way they’d come. “There he is.” 
Kit looked around at the sound of voices, and 

Saw a party of people heading down the same aisle 
as them. 

“Uh oh, look busy,” Gracie said, bending 


over her list. 


The party consisted of Captain Dryden, 

Raine, Warner, the first mate, and a man Kit didn’t 
know, wearing Earth military uniform with a lot of 
silver braid on it. 

“Commodore Wright,” Gracie whispered. 

“He commands the escort.” 

As the group approached, Kit heard the first 

mate explaining some stuff about cargos to Wright. 
Dryden walked on the man’s other side, her tense 
expression a contrast to her usual mildly amused 
one. Raine walked beside her. He caught Kit’s eye 
as they approached but quickly looked away again. 
This may not be the time for a touch of visual 
seduction, Kit thought. It would be cruel to flash 
Raine a look guaranteed to give him an erection 
while in such august company. Tempting, though... 
“Good morning.” 

The deep voice startled Kit away from 

looking at Raine to look instead at Wright, a dark- 


skinned man in his late forties. He had some iron 


gray in his hair, but his face retained the good 
looks of his youth. He projected an air of authority, 
which radiated through even this huge space. The 
kind of presence Kit associated with chief 
executives and chairmen of the board. 

Gracie gave a scared squeak in response, and 

Kit managed to stammer out, “Good morning, sir,” 
before the party moved on. Warner brought up the 
rear, and though she’d softened toward Kit again 
over the last few days and was usually friendly 
enough to Gracie, she didn’t even acknowledge 
them, her gaze fixed on Wright’s back. She must be 
on bodyguard duty. Kit admired her focus. 

When the escort party disappeared around a 
corner, their voices fading away, Gracie leaned 
back on a crate and fanned herself with the stores 
list. 

“Hell’s bells.” 

“I know what you mean,” Kit said. “I’d do 


” 


him. 


“Kit!” Gracie protested. “That’s not what | 
meant. What about the chief?” 

“I’m already doing him. What more do you 
want?” 

She whacked him with a box of freeze-dried 
noodles, then dumped it on the cart. 

“I’m not the only one who'd do him,” Kit 

said, loading more boxes of noodles. “Katie 
couldn’t take her eyes off his ass.” 

“She’s on security detail.” 

“Then he has the safest ass on the ship.” 

“Not safe from you.” 

“| wouldn’t dare come between Katie and any 
ass she wanted. The captain didn’t seem so keen, 
though. Feel the tension from her?” 

“She doesn’t like Earth military. She fought in 
the Chindra independence war. Come on, there’s 
plenty more to collect.” 

Kit pushed the cart while she led the way. 


Much as he wouldn’t kick Commodore Wright out 


of bed, he felt like he had as much of a grudge 
against him as the captain did. He was keeping 
Kit’s man from him tonight. 

* k 
Raine had been careful not to let his gaze 
linger too long on Kit when they passed him and 
Gracie collecting stores—he couldn’t risk the 
distraction. So he’d been startled when Wright 
greeted them. He should have expected it, though. 
A good commander noticed and acknowledged 
even the lowliest of ship’s hands. 
He worried afterward about allowing the 
commodore and a stowaway to get so close to 
each other. Would the captain reprimand him 
later? Probably not, he thought, glancing at Dryden 
across the meeting-room table. She glowered at 
Wright over the rim of her coffee cup. Raine 
suspected she wouldn’t have cared if Kit had 
turned around and battered Wright to death with a 


can of vegetables. 


Warner would have stopped it, though. Still 

on security detail, she stood by the wall near 
Wright, sidearm on her hip, her gaze on the door, 
the only point of entry. He’d have to commend her 
later on her excellent work today. She had a focus 
he feared he lacked. 

Even before they’d chanced upon him and 

Gracie, Kit had been on Raine’s mind. Raine 
wouldn’t see him later because of the dinner the 
Dawn’s officers had to fly over to the escort’s 
flagship to attend. He used to look forward to 
those. The captain may not like the military, but 
Raine always felt comfortable in the company of 
men like himself, men born to a uniform. Today, 
though, he resented the time it would take—time 
away from Kit. Pretty pathetic in the end, knowing 
he would probably sulk his way through the dinner 
because he’d rather be in his cabin having sex. Or, 
wait... Wouldn’t most of the people attending 


prefer to be doing that? 


What the hell was wrong with him? Where 
was his mind? He was supposed to be working. 
He suppressed a sigh and tried to turn his attention 
back to the meeting when Wright asked him for 
some further details about the ship’s defense 
arrangements in the event they were boarded. 

* k*k 
Lying on his bunk, Kit watched the glowing 
clock set in the wall, saw the time change to 
midnight and move on to what he was learning to 
call “double oh thirty.” He checked his Link again 
and saw the notification. The captain’s yacht—a 
small shuttlecraft—had docked a few minutes ago. 
The officers had returned. Raine was back aboard. 
He’d head straight to his cabin. Would want 
to get right to sleep to be ready for duty in the 
morning. Kit should be sleeping too; he had duty 
even earlier than Raine—at 0600. Perhaps he 
would rest now he knew Raine was safely back 


aboard. Not that he’d been worried about him or, 


say, jealous about him hanging out with a lot of 
young military officers, all gorgeous in their 
uniforms. 

The thought drove Kit up and out of his bunk. 
Moving quietly so as not to wake any of the other 
men asleep in the dim room, he grabbed a pair of 
his kitchen-whites trousers and a random T-shirt 
and dressed hastily. He forgot about shoes and 
padded his way out of the bunk room, sliding the 
door closed quietly behind him. 

The watch stander in the security office 

would know from his tracker he was on the move, 
but he didn’t care what they thought about his 
destination. Raine had started taking all the check- 
in sessions lately, clearly not wanting Kit to 
explain to anyone else why he went to officer 
country every night. 

He hurried through the corridors, the deck 

cold under his bare feet. The lights were dim, and 


he met nobody on the way, though he passed rooms 


where he heard voices a couple of times. Only the 
night watch would be around. Everyone else 

would be in bed or heading there. 

A glance down the corridor of the officer’s 

cabins showed him it was deserted. Good. Though 
Raine’s preference for not advertising their 
relationship amused him, Kit didn’t want to force 
him to flaunt it if it bothered him so much. He 
didn’t think it was only because Raine thought it so 
inappropriate. In fact, he seemed to be getting over 
that idea. But he was a naturally discreet and 
private man. Kit could respect that. 

He walked quietly to Raine’s door and 

buzzed. A moment later, Raine opened it and 
stared at him. Kit felt slightly foolish suddenly, 

like a lovesick idiot. So he pasted on the best 
cocky grin he could manage and struck a casual 
pose. 

“You smuggle me out any canapés in your 


pocket, then?” 


Raine smiled and shook his head, then stood 
aside to let Kit in. He quickly closed the door 
behind him, with a glance out into the corridor. 
“Man!” Kit stood with hands on hips, 

drinking in the sight of Raine in his dress uniform. 
“You look totally gorgeous in that thing.” 

Raine flushed and grinned. “Flatterer.” 

“It’s true. | mean you always look hot in your 
ordinary uniform, but this is taking it to the next 
level. Give us a twirl.” 

“For goodness’ sake.” 

“Come on, turn around.” He grinned. “Show 

me the ass! Shake the moneymaker, baby.” 
Raine gave a long-suffering sigh and turned 
around so Kit could check out his fine ass looking 
even more fine than usual. 

“I think you should petition the captain to 

make this the uniform you guys wear all the time.” 
“No way. The collar is too tight. | was about 


to get out of it when you arrived.” He gave a smile 


Kit could only call sly. “Would you like to help 

me?” 

“What am I, your valet?” But he came into 

Raine’s arms and pushed the jacket off. Raine 
caught it as it fell and dropped it over the back of a 
chair. 

“Kiss me, soldier,” Kit said, his voice soft, 

rather husky, losing the teasing and bantering tone. 
Raine dipped his head at the order, and their 

lips met. Mouths opened after a second, the kiss 
deepening, intensifying from gentle and careful to 
demanding, passionate. When Kit pulled away, he 
was breathing hard. 

“It’s very late,” Raine said. “Maybe we 

should take a rain check until tomorrow. You have 
duty in a few hours.” 

“I know. But | missed you. | couldn’t do 

anything but think about you. | couldn’t sleep. Too 
jealous imagining you getting off with some hot 


junior officer.” 


Raine laughed. “Unlikely. Earth military 

doesn’t like gays in the service.” 

“Yeah? Dicks. I’m starting to see why the 

captain doesn’t like them.” He began to unbutton 
Raine’s shirt, searching for the firm skin he’d been 
dreaming of for hours. No rain check. 

“I think she has other issues with them. They 
destroyed her home planet’s capital city, for one 
thing. Put your arms up, will you?” The last part he 
said impatiently, waiting to pull Kit’s shirt off 

over his head. Kit obliged, relieved to be rid of it. 
Even with the heat turned down to accommodate 
him, it was still too warm in here. His pants fell 

off when Raine pushed them down to cup Kit’s ass 
in his palms. 

“But weren’t you in the military?” Kit asked. 

“Yes, but in my local colonial forces. They 

weren't dicks.” 

“Good to hear.” 


“In fact | think there were more of us than 


you'd find in the general population. | guess 
something about the life appealed.” He shrugged. 
“What? Living in a barracks room with a 

bunch of fit guys in uniform?” Sounded like Kit’s 
current life. “No, can’t imagine the appeal there.” 
Raine laughed and kissed him again. “It’s 

good to see you, Kit. Even if I’ve been mad at you 
all day.” 

“Mad? Why? What did | do?” 

“You kept invading my mind. In the middle of 

a meeting with Commodore Wright and the 
captain, all | could think about was how I’d like to 
take you right there on the table.” He grinned 
sheepishly. 

“Sounds like it would be the most interesting 
meeting any of them had attended. I’ve been 
thinking about you too. Wanting you. Want you 
now.” He pushed against Raine to make him sit on 
the bed and straddled him. “Want you inside me.” 


Raine flushed, breathing harder already. He 


moved to take off his unbuttoned shirt, but Kit 
stopped him by laying a hand over his. “Leave it. 
And the pants. Unzip them.” Raine muttered 
something about messing his uniform up but didn’t 
object further. He unzipped, while Kit grabbed the 
lube and condoms from their usual drawer. He 
could find it even in the dark. 

He passed them to Raine and said, “Okay, 

live the fantasy, soldier boy.” 

It was as much Kit’s fantasy too. In a moment, 
they were prepared, and he slid down to impale 
himself on Raine’s cock. Kit’s cock rubbed against 
Raine’s belly, and the stimulation of the strong, 
wiry hair was most delightful. 

“Oh God, Kit.” 

“Shh. Do it.” He wrapped his arms around 

Raine’s neck, catching him on the ear with the 
damn tracker, but Raine didn’t seem to notice. His 
eyes glazed with pleasure as Kit started to move, 


riding him, building the rhythm steadily. Being on 


his feet all day in the galley seemed to have done 
some interesting things to his thigh muscles. He 
didn’t tire as quickly as he would have before. 
Judging by Raine’s reaction, the frantic desire in 
his eyes, it might have strengthened other muscles 
too. 

He saw the time on the clock as he went 

faster and faster. Just hitting 0115. He’d bea 
wreck in the morning, and he didn’t care. He’d 
sacrifice any night’s sleep for this. Raine started to 
make the sounds Kit knew meant his orgasm was 
close, so Kit leaned down, wanting to be kissing 
him as he came. Seal it with a kiss. As their lips 
met, his orgasm whited out his mind, and he was 
no more than light and energy and pleasure. 

He came to himself sprawled on the bunk on 

his back, with no memory of how he got there. 
Okay, this is new. Did he fall asleep or faint? He 
usually regained his senses quickly after coming, 


but this time he felt woozy and like he wanted to 


lie here for a few hours yet. 

“Intense,” he said to himself, but Raine 

replied. 

“Yes, it was.” Kit had to stretch around to see 

him coming out of the little bathroom, putting on 
his all too modest bathrobe, hiding his naked body. 
“The way you went limp afterward was quite 
flattering.” 

“Take that damn robe off and come here.” 

“I’m not sure | can go again yet.” 

“Me neither, but I’m lonely over here.” 

Raine shook his head, smiling. He joined Kit 

on the bunk, still with the bathrobe on, but undid it 
and wrapped them both in it when Kit pressed 
close to him. It felt good. Even in this warm room, 
the sweat drying on his skin chilled him, and it felt 
good to share body heat. 

“I think | did my back in,” Kit said, shifting 
uncomfortably after a few minutes. 


“Want me to rub it for you?” 


Kit stared at him, surprised. “Um, really?” 
“Something wrong?” 

Kit shrugged. “Men like you don’t usually 

offer back rubs.” 

“Well, I'm offering. You want one or not?” 

Those big strong hands on his sore muscles? 

Hell yes, he wanted one. They shuffled their 
positions, Raine almost falling off the narrow 
bunk, making Kit laugh, until they got into a secure 
position. Raine knelt over Kit, who lay on his 
front, face pillowed on crossed arms. Raine 
started sweeping his hands over the long muscles 
of Kit’s back. 

“You 

should 

do 

some 

strengthening 

exercises,” Raine said. “You’ve got a high center 


of gravity, which affects the way you carry 


yourself and affects the muscles.” 

“Į love it when you talk gym-porn at me.” 

“Knock it off. | could draw you up a program 

if you like.” 

“Yeah, sounds good.” He was no gym bunny, 
usually, aside from a treadmill session to burn off 
steam sometimes. But being in the gym would 
mean running into Raine more. 

Did he want to? Didn’t he still find Raine an 
annoying bastard? He lay pondering this in silence 
for a while, feeling the last of the tension draining 
from his back muscles under Raine’s hands. The 
strong hands made a difference. Made it a real 
massage and not just a caress. 

“Kit, what do you mean by men like me?” 
“Mmm?” 

“You said it before. ‘Men like you don’t offer 
backrubs.’ What type of man are you talking 
about?” 


“You know. Authority figures. Guys who get 


to boss people around. The ones in charge who 
snap their fingers when they want you to jump...or 
bend over.” 

“Oh.” Raine’s hands faltered for a moment. 

“And that’s what you think | am?” 

“You're the security chief. You’re an officer 

on this ship; you were an officer in the military.” 
“No, | wasn’t.” 

Kit looked over his shoulder. “You weren’t?” 

“I was only a sergeant.” 

“Isn't that an officer?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Okay, Sergeant Smug-boots, don’t roll your 

eyes at me. But even a sergeant does some bossing 
people around, right?” 

“Oh, definitely. But | was an army ranger, and 

| spent a lot of time on long-range recon patrols, 
alone for weeks out in the desert sometimes.” 
“Sounds pretty tough.” 


Raine shrugged. “It’s just where | grew up. 


Guess I’m used to it. But yes, it’s an unforgiving 
environment. One wrong move and you’re dead. 
So anyway, the only things | got to boss around out 
there were rocks and lizards.” 

“Oh. Okay.” Kit rested his chin on his arms 

again. “You get to boss people around in this job, 
though.” 

“Yes.” 

“But more like a manager than an officer.” 

The hands faltered again, and Raine replied 
slowly, “I suppose.” 

Yeah. Management. Like Jeff. 

“You okay?” Raine stopped the massage. 

“You tensed up. Did | hurt you?” 

“No. Keep going.” Raine was nothing like 

Jeff. Raine was Raine. He was...different. He 

gave back rubs. He let Kit take the lead in bed. He 
let Kit top. Had Kit been judging him by the wrong 
set of criteria? Or stereotyping him based on the 


kind of men he’d known so far? Raine had less to 


prove than some guy in a Suit in an office. He’d 
been a soldier. Trained to kill. Built like a tank. 

He didn’t have to assert his machismo; he just had 
to show up. 

“Of course,” Kit said, teasing again. “You 

like officers.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Like Commodore Wright.” 

“What about him?” 

In a swift movement, Kit turned over and 

wrapped his legs around Raine. He grinned up at 
him. “I know a man crush when | see it. You don’t 
fancy him, but you’d follow him like a puppy, 
wouldn’t you?” 

“Wright's a fine officer.” Raine lay down at 

Kit’s side and gathered him in his arms. Kit pulled 
the blanket up over them, knowing Raine would be 
too cold, feeling goose bumps already on his skin. 
“You were being his puppy, but it looked like 


Captain Dryden would have liked to toss him ina 


vat of reactor waste.” 

“You noticed? Like | said, she has issues.” 
“But Katie would happily pull him out and 
hose him off herself.” Kit smirked. 

“Katie?” Raine said with a puzzled look, as if 
trying to place who Kit meant. 

“Katherine Warner, dummy. You know, your 
deputy.” 

“Oh. You call her Katie?” 

“It’s her name, isn’t it? Anyway, she was 
following Wright with her tongue hanging out.” 
“Are you suggesting Warner is attracted to 
Commodore Wright?” 

“I’m suggesting she’d like to trip him up and 
break his fall with her body, yes.” 
“Nonsense.” 

“You were with them both for hours and 
couldn’t see it? You need an eye test.” 

“I had other things on my mind.” He smiled 


the wickedest grin Kit had ever seen on him. “Like 


bending you over the meeting-room table.” 
“You're one classy guy, Raine.” 

Maybe now he'd say, Call me... whatever. 

But he didn’t, and Kit sighed and nestled his head 
against the broad warm plane of Raine’s chest. 
“Wake me at five thirty.” 

He felt Raine tense. Yeah, | want to sleep 

here, Kit thought. He was tired, and his limbs were 
heavy, and he didn’t want to drag his carcass out 
of this bed and Raine’s arms to take a shower and 
get back to his bunk in time to get two hour’s sleep 
before his shift. 

He wanted to stay. 

Raine called out in the tone people used 

talking to the computer. “Computer. Alarm call at 
0530. Lights off.” 

“Alarm call at 0530 confirmed.” 

The lights went off. Kit closed his eyes and 

buried his face against Raine’s warm skin. 


“Thanks,” he whispered. 


Raine stroked one hand through Kit’s hair ina 
soothing motion. “Good night, Kit.” 

Chapter Ten 

Kit and Gracie wheeled two carts into the 

storage container. “Look at this lot.” She waved 
the picking list. “It will take ages. Bang goes our 
break before lunch.” 

Kit wanted that break. With Raine off duty 

today, Kit planned to join him for a session in the 
gym, then leave him to simmer over lunch before 
another type of session in the afternoon. He took 
the list from Gracie and ripped it in half. 

“We split up.” 

“I knew you were useful for something. Okay, 

see you soon.” She checked her half of the list and 
pushed her cart away. Kit went off in the opposite 
direction. He had the bottom half of the list, which 
was arranged in the order of where they'd find the 
goods. If he started from the end and worked his 


way up the list, he’d meet up with Gracie when she 


reached the end of hers. 

He leaned on the cart and yawned as he 

pushed it to the far end of the container. Should 
have brought a flask of coffee with him—he was 
exhausted. Though he had recovered from the 
especially late night a few days ago after the fancy 
dinner Raine had been to, they’d had several more 
since then. 

Raine hadn’t let him stay again, and this 

didn’t bother Kit too much—he’d slept badly in 
Raine’s narrow bunk. But to at least be asked to 
stay was nice. Raine continued to worry about 
appearances, ridiculously so, in Kit’s opinion. 
There couldn’t be a single one of the Dawn’s crew 
who didn’t know about the two of them. 

Raine’s security squad knew for sure. They 

gave Kit looks ranging from amused to suspicious 
when he arrived back in the bunk room after 
spending some time with Raine, but nobody said 


anything. They were an okay bunch of guys. He’d 


expected them to be dumbass meatheads who'd 
regard him as a fun chew toy to pick on, but they 
treated him fine—even before he started sleeping 
with their boss and put himself off-limits to any 
potential bullies. They kept their distance, though. 
None of them had tried to become closer friends. 
He’d spotted a couple of them checking him out, 
but they hadn’t made any kind of move. Not a good 
plan to try to horn in on the boss’s boyfriend. 

Kit stopped. Boyfriend? When did he start 
thinking of himself in those terms? Didn’t that 
require some kind of connection beyond sex? 

But they had one. He couldn't fool himself 

about it. If they didn’t, Raine would have kicked 
him out and sent him back to his bunk the other 
night, however snuggly Kit had felt. But he’d let 
him stay. 

Boyfriend. It had a nice ring to it. 

No, it didn’t. He chided himself at once and 


got back to pushing his cart. He couldn’t become 


emotionally attached to anyone here. It would only 
make it harder to take a chance to escape. He’d 
find it heartbreaking enough to leave Gracie, the 
little sweetheart. He couldn’t let himself fall for 
Raine and risk the kind of pain that would slow 

him down. 

A physical thing, he’d said. He had believed 

it. He still believed it. They’d get bored with each 
other soon enough. Any day... No, they were not 
emotionally involved. How could you be 
emotionally involved with someone who hadn’t 
told you his name? Turning his attention back to the 
job, he found the first crate on his list and lifted the 
lid. 

The scream that echoed around the container 
made him drop it to crash back down. He snatched 
his hand away just in time to stop the lid crushing 
his fingers. 

“Gracie?” 


Another scream. He dropped his list, left his 


cart, and ran. What the fuck had happened? Had 
she had an accident? Had a crate come loose and 
fallen on her? He skidded to a halt at the end of an 
aisle and looked wildly around. Damn, where was 
she? The echo in the big space made pinpointing 
the sound nearly impossible. 

“Gracie!” he yelled, hoping to make her shout 
again so he could get some clue. A couple of 
seconds later, she yelled back. 

“Kit! Help!” 

Left. And up the steps to the top level. He 

started pounding up the metal steps and froze as a 
figure appeared at the top. Not Gracie, but a man. 
Kit didn’t recognize his face, but he did recognize 
the overalls the ore workers wore. 

“Get out of my way,” the man snarled. 

For a second, Kit almost backed down. Easy 

to do so. The guy was bigger than him. Nobody 
would expect a skinny office boy to tackle him, 


surely. But this bastard had done something to 


Gracie, made her scream. If he got past Kit and if 
Gracie...couldn’t identify him, he might get clean 
away. 

Not happening. 

Kit stood his ground, and the ore worker 

Came pounding down the steps, looking murderous 
and ready to toss him aside. Choosing his moment, 
Kit leaped up a couple of steps to tackle the man 
around the waist. 

“Get off!” 

“Gracie!” Kit yelled up the stairs. God, let 

her be okay. And someone had to call security. Kit 
could only slow this bastard down; he didn’t have 
the strength to hold him for long. A wild punch 
landed on Kit’s ear as the man lashed out, and Kit 
yelled with the pain but hung on. If the bastard 
wanted to run, he’d have to run with Kit hanging 
around his waist like a sash. 

“Let go, you stupid fucker! Who the fuck are 


you, anyway?” 


Kit wanted to yell, /’m the security chief ’s 
boyfriend, so I strongly suggest you don’t fuck 

with me! But he had too little breath to spare from 
the struggle. 

Fighting on the narrow steps had an inevitable 
ending. They overbalanced suddenly, and the 
world started going past backward. Kit must have 
hit the edge of every step on his way down, always 
on an especially painful spot. When they reached 
the grating floor at the bottom, Kit landed first, and 
his opponent’s full weight crashed down on top of 
him. 

The air forced from his lungs, Kit lay helpless 

as the ore worker finally pulled away from him, 
scrambling to his feet. A kick from a steel-toed 
boot made Kit howl with pain and roll away until 
he came up against the steps. The guy would run, 
surely. The only smart thing to do, run back and 
lose himself in the crowd of workers back in the 


ore plant. 


But this wasn’t a smart guy. The boot came at 
Kit’s head this time, and he only just got his arms 
up in time to protect his face. The boot struck his 
wrist instead, crashing into the tracker. Kit yelled 
as the metal and plastic dug into his flesh, but it 
probably saved him from a broken arm. 

It couldn’t save him from broken ribs or a 
fractured skull, though. The steel-capped boots 
came at him again as he tried to scramble away, 
but the man only landed one more kick before a 
bansheelike shriek came from above. A figure in 
white hurtled down the steps and launched itself at 
him. 

Ah, forget about Raine. Kit was Gracie’s 

friend. He’d strongly suggest that as a reason 
nobody should fuck with him. 

The ore worker turned as Gracie came 

screaming at him like a missile, so he ended up 
with her on his back, hanging on with her legs and 


one arm. In her other hand, she swung a big bottle 


of what Kit recognized as dish detergent and 
battered the hell out of him with it. It caught him 
such a crack on the head, he dropped to his hands 
and knees, pitching Gracie off to crash to the floor. 
“What the hell’s going on?” 

Warner’s voice made them all freeze—all 

except Raine, who’d arrived with her and kept on 
coming. He flattened the ore worker and cuffed 
him, similar to how he’d restrained Kit the day 
they met. Kit much preferred the position of 
spectator. 

Warner ran to help Gracie while Raine 

looked over at Kit, his eyes full of a flattering 
amount of relief. “Are you okay?” he asked 

quietly. 

“Fine,” Kit said. Something of a lie, since he 

felt as if he’d been worked over with a steel bat, 
but he wanted Raine to go on looking relieved to 
find him unhurt. “Did...” He gulped a couple of 


times, recovering his breath. “Did Gracie raise the 


alarm?” 
Raine shook his head. “No. You did. Your 
tracker lost connection.” 
Kit looked at it, the crushed and distorted 
metal and shattered plastic. The ore worker’s kick 
had destroyed it and brought Raine running down 
here—in his civilian clothes even, off duty. He 
must have been expecting to find Kit making some 
kind of escape attempt. 
Raine’s relief wasn’t as simple as Kit 
thought. 

x OK OK 
Raine, Captain Dryden, Preston and Sullivan 
from the ore plant, and Kit and Gracie crammed 
Raine’s office. Kit and Gracie sat on the couch, 
Kit with his arm around her shoulders and a fierce 
glare on his face. Dryden crouched down, speaking 
to Gracie. 
“You found him pilfering our supplies?” 


“Yes, Captain,” Gracie said, her voice small 


and scared. “I wasn’t really going to do anything... 
| probably wouldn’t even have reported him. | 
didn’t know his name or anything.” 

Taylor. Ron Taylor. He’d be in the brig for 

the rest of the voyage, if Raine got his way. Of 
course, Preston and Sullivan had marched into the 
security section demanding Taylor’s immediate 
release. They could whistle for it. 

“But, he tried...” Gracie stopped, and her 

hand went to the torn shoulder of her shirt. “You 
know. Because | was alone, and he thought he 
could...” 

Raine’s gloved hands clenched into fists. 

Forget the brig. Let’s boot the bastard out an 
airlock. 

“I understand,” Dryden said, squeezing 

Gracie’s hand. “What then?” 

“I knew Kit was still in the container, so | 

shouted for help. When he shouted back, the...the 


man tried to run off, but Kit stopped him.” 


“Well done, Mr. Miller.” Dryden nodded at 

Kit in acknowledgment. 

“I didn’t do much, ma’am. He’s a lot bigger 

than me. But Gracie came to my rescue.” 

Gracie giggled nervously. “I was scared. But 

| saw he had Kit on the deck, and he was kicking 
him. | had to do something.” 

“She screamed a battle cry, jumped on his 

back, and beat the snot out of him with a bottle of 
dish detergent.” Kit pulled her closer against his 
side, and Raine had to hide a smile. Nice work, 
Gracie. And Kit too. Defending each other, as 
shipmates should. 

“Who raised the alarm?” the captain asked. 

“Mr. Miller’s tracking device was damaged,” 

Raine said, “which triggered an alarm, and | went 
to investigate immediately.” It had come up on his 
Link, and he’d run from the rec room without a 
backward glance. 


“Tracking device?” Preston, the ore-plant 


manager Raine had forgotten was there, spoke up. 
“Your crew wears tracking devices?” 

Damn, Raine thought. Damn. Me and my big 
mouth. 

“Mr. Miller didn’t join the ship...” Dryden 

paused and considered before she went on. “Ina 
conventional 

manner. 

He 

sneaked 

aboard 

unauthorized at Drexler. We caught him and put 
him to work.” 

“He’s a stowaway?” Preston sounded 
incredulous. “He’s not a member of your crew?” 
Sullivan began to tap on her Link immediately. 
“He is a member of my crew.” Dryden stood 

up and faced Preston. Raine went to stand at her 
shoulder. He was not going to let them push his 


captain around. 


“Are you paying him?” Sullivan asked, not 

looking up from her Link. “Because if he’s unpaid, 
he has no standing on the ship.” 

“No,” Dryden admitted. “He gets a bed, food, 

and use of the facilities until we reach Saira, 
where he'll be handed over to the authorities. But 
Mr. Miller’s status is irrelevant. Your man 
assaulted him and Ms. Maddison. Taylor’s staying 
in the brig.” 

“You have no corroborating evidence beyond 
their word,” Preston said, waving a dismissive 
hand at Kit and Gracie. Raine wanted to smack the 
hand down and twist it up behind the bastard’s 
back. 

“I’m the captain, not the court. | don’t need 
corroboration. | only need to believe Taylor is 
dangerous.” 

“We can deal with him under our procedures. 

| insist you release him.” 


“No!” Kit jumped to his feet, moving slightly 


in front of Gracie. “He attacked her. If | hadn’t 
been around, he’d have done worse.” 

“But you didn’t see him attack her?” Preston 
said. 

“I heard her screaming for help. And | know 

for sure he attacked me.” He lifted his wrist to 
show the damaged tracker and the blossoming 
bruising. 

“Mr. Miller is a fugitive,” Sullivan said, 

looking up from her Link with a triumphant 
expression. “Captain, you can’t hold one of our 
valuable workers on the word of a thief and your 
kitchen skivvy.” 

You just made a mistake, lady, Raine thought. 
Perhaps not the reference to Kit being a thief, but 
calling Gracie a “kitchen skivvy” would do it. 
Dryden’s next words were in a tone cold enough to 
bring the room’s temperature down so low Raine 
wanted to Shiver, 


“The correct title is steward’s assistant. A 


title both of them hold.” 

A bluff. Kit had the duties but not the title. 

“And I'll listen to any member of my crew 

and make my judgment about its veracity. My 
judgment here is that your man Taylor is a danger 
to the crew of this ship, and I’m within my rights to 
hold him in the brig until we reach a port where he 
can be dealt with by the authorities.” 

“I'll be applying to our head office for advice 
about this,” Sullivan said, scowling. “Miller has 

no standing on this ship. He can’t give evidence 
against Taylor.” 

“We'll see about that when we get to port. 

Any man, even a criminal himself, can give 
evidence in court.” 

“Yeah, and l'Il do it.” Kit snarled the words, 

and Raine wanted to smile at the ferocity in him. 
“We want him back,” Preston insisted. “You 

can’t hold him.” 


“Try me, sir,” Dryden said. “Try me.” 


“If you insist on this,” Sullivan said, “then 

while he’s here, you have the responsibility for 
feeding him, ensuring he has medical services, and 
has access to all the mandatory facilities laid 
down in the guidelines. You can’t claim any 
expenses incurred back from us.” 

“PIL gladly feed him,” Dryden shot back. “I'll 
fatten him up nicely for his day in court.” 

“With these witnesses,” Sullivan said, “the 

case is already over. Good day, Captain.” 
“But—” Preston began. Sullivan shook her 

head and hurried him away. 

Dryden sighed and turned to Raine, her 
expression saying she feared Sullivan would be 
proved right. “By the book, Mr. Raine. Don’t give 
them any reason to say we aren’t treating Taylor 
properly. Ms. Maddison, Mr. Miller,” she said, 
turning to Kit and Gracie. “I know this has been 
difficult, but | hope you'll both stick to what 


you've Said and will give evidence against Taylor 


when we get to Saira.” 

“I will, ma'am,” Kit said. 

“Me too.” Gracie stood and slipped her hand 
into Kit’s. 

“Good. Mr. Miller, I think they are right about 
one thing. Your evidence will be compromised by 
the fact you have no standing on the ship.” 
“Why should it matter? | know what 

happened. My being a stowaway—” He stopped 
when she held up her hand. 

“That’s why I’m temporarily making you a 
member of the crew. | have some discretionary 
powers to take on new crew members during a 
voyage without head office approval.” 

Raine stared. She was making him a crew 
member? 

“Oh. |... Well, thank you, ma’am. Will it 

make any difference, do you think?” 

“It shows I trust you and have confidence in 


you. That will mean something to the court.” 


“Will we be paying him?” Raine asked. 

“As Sullivan pointed out, without pay he has 

no standing, so we'll have to put him on the books. 
But | may find | need to take some deductions from 
your wages, Mr. Miller.” 

“Adding up to one hundred percent of the 

total?” Kit said with a wry smile. 

“Be grateful it isn’t one hundred and ten 

percent.” 

“But, Captain,” Gracie protested. “That’s not 

fair. You should have seen the way he tackled that 
creep. He was amazing.” 

“Gracie,” Kit said quietly. “Hush. It’s fine. 

It’s a workaround.” 

“Exactly, Mr. Miller. All right, I’m done 

here. l'Il have Mr. Miller’s new status confirmed 

at once. Ms. Maddison, have you heard a rumor 
that the senior officers have access to a hot tub 
aboard?” 


“Um, I’ve heard it,” she said. “But | didn’t 


believe it.” 

“You're incorrect. Mr. Miller, would you 

care to join us? There’s nothing quite like it for 
easing bruises.” 

“No, thank you, ma’am.” 

“Come along, then, Grace. Girls only, it 
appears.” Gracie followed her, looking awed. At 
the door, Dryden stopped. “One thing, Mr. Raine. 
Please don’t forget to give Mr. Miller a new 
tracking device.” 

Raine saw Kit wince and wanted to do the 
same. It felt like a negation of his new status. 
“Do you have to give me a new tracker?” Kit 
asked as the door closed behind the women. 
“Captain’s orders.” He opened a drawer to 

find one. “She’s just being cautious. If we do 
everything by the book, we're in a stronger 
position.” 

“It’s not like | can go anywhere,” Kit said, 


frowning. “Not until after | give evidence against 


Taylor.” 

Raine froze, the new tracker in his hand. He 
hadn't realized the implication of Kit’s assertion 
that he’d testify against Taylor. Kit had trapped 
himself here with his promise far more effectively 
than any tracking device. 

“Come on, then, gimme my new bangle.” 

When he got no answer, Kit frowned. “You in 
there, Raine?” 

“Dan. My name's Dan.” 

Kit froze, stuck dumb, a rare event indeed. 
“Daniel,” Raine went on. “Though not many 
people call me that.” Not many people called him 
Dan either, frankly. 

“Dan.” Kit spoke the word as slowly as one 

could say one syllable. As if tasting it, finding the 
Shape of it. “Daniel.” 

“I think the only one who calls me Daniel is 

my mother.” 


“When she’s mad at you? My mother always 


called me Christopher when | was in trouble.” 
“So did she ever call you Kit, then?” 

“Funny guy.” 

“I'll take that as a compliment. Give me your 
arm, please.” 

Kit winced but then conjured the cheeky smile 
up as he held out his arm. Raine took off the 
broken tracker. He couldn’t help himself gently 
touching the bruises. Wanted to kiss them, make 
them better. 

“I suppose since | get paid, you’re going to 

take the cost of the broken ones out of my wages.” 
“Good idea.” Raine closed and locked the 

new tracker, carefully avoiding the bruises. “But 
please try not to break this one. | only have one 
more.” 

“Oh yes?” A speculative look came into Kit’s 
face—no doubt he was already making plans for 
breaking that one too. 


“Yes. If you go through them both, l'Il be 


forced to tie a long rope around your waist.” 

Kit chuckled at the dry tone. “Oh, Dan, my 

man, | never want to stray too far from you.” 

He stepped closer, into Raine’s waiting arms, 
and straightened up so he was the one who had to 
dip his head slightly for the kiss. Warm lips and 
the smell of sweat with an edge of blood under it 
made Raine shiver with both the pleasure of this 
moment and the memory of long-ago moments, 
seeking comfort after the terror of combat. 

“Can | come to your cabin later?” Kit asked 

after breaking the slow, deep kiss. 

“You don’t need to ask anymore.” 

He expected the cocky smile, but Kit only 

looked thoughtful for a second, then nodded. 
“Good, l'Il see you later. | should get cleaned 

up and get back to work.” He planted a swift kiss 
on Raine’s lips and turned away. 

“Kit,” Raine said before he reached the door, 


making him look back. “I’m proud of you for the 


way you stood up for Gracie, here and in the 
container.” 

“Um, thanks.” He blushed, and Raine smiled 

to think he’d managed to discombobulate Kit 
instead of the usual other way around. “She’s my 
friend, you know.” 

“| don’t think many people have stood up for 

her before.” 

“I know. But I will.” He stood tall again, jaw 

set. With a nod to say good-bye, he marched out of 
the room. 

Raine felt slightly ashamed of his words. 

Sincere as they had been, they were also perfect 
for reinforcing Kit’s promise to give evidence 
against Taylor. The shame came from Raine being 
unsure if his motivation for saying them was based 
entirely on the interests of the Light of Dawn and 
its crew. 

Chapter Eleven 


“Why don’t you take off, Gracie? | can finish 


up here.” 

Gracie looked up from sweeping the mess- 

deck floor. 

“You sure?” 

“Go.” 

“Thanks, Kit.” She leaned the broom against 

the serving counter and took off her apron, tossed 
it in the laundry cart. “l'Il cover you tomorrow 
night, let you get off early.” She winked. “So you 
can get off early.” 

“Gracie, I’m shocked and appalled.” 

She laughed and waved him good-bye as she 

left. He liked to hear the laugh. He liked that she 
took the offer he’d made. A couple of weeks ago, 
she wouldn’t have. But then the incident in the 
container happened. With some people, it would 
have left them wary and skittish. Not Gracie. Not 
the Gracie who'd spent several hours closeted 
with the captain and come out a different person in 


Kit’s eyes. 


When he’d asked her what they’d talked about 
for so long, she’d shrugged and said, “Oh, you 
know. Girl stuff.” 

“Girl stuff?” Kit had boggled. “With the 

captain?” 

“She’s just a person, Kit. And she’s really 

nice when you get to know her.” 

“Like a mom, eh?” 

“Not like my mom.” The bitterness in her 

voice had shut Kit up. 

Whatever Dryden had said it had changed 
Gracie. She was cooking something up, often 
lapsing into silence, lost in thought. She’d tell Kit 
eventually. He could wait. 

He had enough to ponder anyway. Gracie 

wasn’t the only one who'd changed. Raine had too. 
Literally. He’d changed into Dan, though Kit had 
been calling him Raine for so long, he didn’t think 
he could switch. The sudden revelation had taken 


Kit off guard. Raine had already been baffling him 


just being Raine, being so hard to figure out. Now 
he’d changed again, and Kit was finding it hard to 
keep up—even though he liked it. Mostly he’d 
changed the way he acted toward Kit. No longer so 
on edge. The big fool had relaxed at last. Kit could 
relax too. Stop playing games so much. Just be 
himself. 

Yeah, be himself /n court. It had only 

occurred to him after he made his promise that 
giving evidence against Taylor meant he had to be 
around at the end of the voyage and beyond to do 
that. Once he was in the custody of the authorities 
off the ship, he’d have a much harder time 
escaping. 

But he couldn’t change his mind. He had to 

stand up for Gracie. He had to keep his word to the 
captain. And it had impressed Raine enough to 
make him give up the name at last. 

Strange how something good could come of a 


bad situation, he thought as he pulled a rack of 


clean mugs out of the dishwasher and started 
unloading them into the slotted tray ready for 
breakfast in the morning. Good things like Gracie’s 
new confidence. Kit himself becoming a crew 
member had to be counted as good. Working as a 
lowly kitchen hand on a cargo ship might not have 
been exactly the way he'd seen his career going, 
but he always tried to make the best he could of 
any situation. 

Best of all was Raine finally starting to 

unbend. His thoughts always looped back around 
to Raine. Giving Kit his name, not freaking out 
about being seen sitting with Kit in the rec room or 
the gym. Kit respected his shyness about any more 
obviously intimate behavior in public. Some 
people weren’t into public displays of affection. 
Though he sometimes found it hard not to launch 
himself at Raine, especially in the gym. Good God, 
when the man got a sweat on pumping iron, Kit 


wanted to tackle him to the ground and jump on top 


of him there and then. 

Calm yourself, boy, he thought, smiling. He 
glanced at the clock. Save it. Be jumping him soon 
enough. Meanwhile he carried the slotted tray full 
of mugs to the serving counter and locked the 
catches to hold it in place. Another smaller tray 
held only a dozen mugs, and he took that to sit 
beside the big coffee urns. The aroma of the strong 
dark brew Trish made for the nightshift teased his 
nose. He’d take himself and Raine a couple of 
mugs down when he finished here, help keep them 
up all night. 

The door sliding open made him glance 

around, expecting to see a couple of the watch 
standers coming in to get first crack at the coffee, 
but instead he frowned to see a couple of men he 
didn’t know, wearing ore-plant overalls. One 
stayed by the door; the other came inside. 

“Are you guys lost?” Kit asked. “This is a 


ship’s crew area. You’re not allowed up here.” 


“You Miller?” the one who'd come in said, 
approaching Kit, who started to back toward the 
door into the galley, instinctively wary of them. 
“Gotta be him,” the other one said. “Taylor 

said he’s a skinny pretty-boy, with long black 

hair.” 

Damn. Friends of Taylor’s. Kit suspected 

they hadn’t come to convey his apologies. But he’d 
stood up to Taylor; he’d stand up to these two. 
“Yes, I’m Miller. And you're still not 

allowed up here.” Should he shout through to Trish 
in her office in the galley? What, yell for a woman 
to come help him? He didn’t think of himself as 
having an excessive amount of machismo, but that 
would certainly wound it. 

“You're a fucking stowaway, pal,” the one 

still advancing on him said. “So don’t you tell 
anyone where they can and can’t go on this tub.” 
Kit’s back reached the serving counter, 


stopping him. Damn, miscalculated where the door 


was. 

“What the hell do you want, anyway?” 

“We want you to drop your charges against 

Taylor. You and your little girlfriend.” The thought 
of Gracie as his girlfriend made Kit smile slightly. 
“Yeah, silly little cow should have kept her 

mouth shut,” the one by the door called. “Best offer 
she’s had for years, I'd bet.” 

Kit stopped smiling. He wondered if he could 

lift one of the steam trays out of the counter and 
swing it. These bastards deserved a swift clip 
round the ear with a heavy metal object. 

“Get out of here.” 

“You don’t drop the charges and you'll regret 

it, pal.” 

“I’m not your pal. Get out.” He felt no 

temptation to give in to their demand, even though 
withdrawing his evidence would free him to plan 
his escape again. Raine would be disappointed in 


him if he wussed out. He’d seen Raine be 


disappointed. Like after Kit’s last escape attempt. 
He’d been disappointed with extreme prejudice, 
and Kit wouldn't like to see it again. 

He gasped suddenly and sprang aside as the 

man lunged at him. The guy hit the counter hard 
enough to dislodge the mug tray from its catches, 
and it crashed to the floor, making a racket to wake 
the dead. He had just made another grab at Kit, the 
man from the door coming to join the fray, when 
Trish Ellis barged out of the galley door. 

“What the hell is going on?” she demanded. 

The two ore workers stopped. The sight of an 
officer gave them pause, and they backed off. 
“Sorry, ma’am, just came to talk with Mr. 

Miller here. Little appeal to his better nature.” 
Trish’s eyebrows shot up, and she glanced at 

the smashed mugs on the floor. “You're 
trespassing. Get out before | call security to arrest 
you.” 


“Sorry, ma’am.” 


The door closed behind them, and Kit sagged 
against the counter, glad he hadn’t had to fight 
anyone this time. Trish turned to him. 

“Are you Okay, Kit? Did they hurt you?” 

“No, boss. Thanks, I’m okay.” There went his 
machismo, then. He smiled sheepishly. “I’d better 
sweep that lot up.” 

“Leave it. Sit down, drink some coffee. I’m 


going to call security and have them pick those two 


"m 


up. 
Kit almost protested—Raine’s little brig 

would soon be full at this rate. But he kept it 
buttoned, seeing the determined look on her face. 
They’d messed with her crew, and she wasn’t 
standing for it. 

Her crew. /’m crew. He took a mug and 

poured himself coffee, then sat, realizing his knees 
were shaking. After a moment, Trish came back 
out of her office where she’d gone to make the 


call. 


“Security’s looking for them.” She grabbed 

the broom and started sweeping up the broken 
mugs. “Dammit, I’m going to insist they have the 
cost of these taken out of their wages.” 

Raine showed up fifteen minutes later. 

“You catch them?” Kit asked, filling the 

serving tray with more mugs. 

“No, sorry. They managed to get back to the 
plant before we could. But we’ve got pictures of 
them, and you and Ms. Ellis can describe them. 
We'll make a complaint to the plant.” He sighed 
and sat down, taking off his gloves. Kit brought 
him over a mug of coffee. “Thanks. | doubt they'll 
do much about it this time, but if it happens 
again...” 

“I'd prefer to avoid that myself.” Kit smiled 

wryly. “I won’t always have a woman around to 
rescue me.” 

Raine looked at him oddly but didn’t ask what 


he meant. “They were looking for you 


specifically?” 

“Yeah. Friends of Taylor’s.” He sat on the 

bench seat, his back to the table, and drew his legs 
up so he sat with the soles of his feet together, 
hands around his ankles. “Warned me not to give 
evidence against him.” 

“Ah. But you...” 

“Of course | still am. | have to back Gracie 

up, don’t |?” 

“Good.” Raine smiled and sipped his coffee. 
“Good.” 

“How'd they get up here anyway? Aren’t the 
doors locked?” 

“They find a way. | sometimes wish we could 

be entirely independent of the plant, physically | 
mean. No doors at all. But it’s not practical.” 

“I Suppose not. So what’s the plan? | won’t 

let them intimidate me, but what if they go after 
Gracie?” 


Raine sipped his coffee, frowning, clearly 


thinking it through. “You should be okay up here, 
where help is close by. But you’re in the most 
danger in the food container. How about | have one 
of my people accompany you and Gracie when you 
go down to collect stores?” 

“You can spare someone to go with us?” 

“You only take an hour or so every couple of 
days.” With the daily check-ins, he must know 

Kit’s routine as well as he knew his own. “It’s not 

a problem. Cargo security is part of our job, so 
they can do a general inspection when they’re 
down there.” 

“Okay, if you think it’s best.” Kit glanced at 

the clock on the wall. “Damn, it’s so late. | should 
be in your bed by now.” That made Raine flush, 
always a fun sight. “How come you’re here 
yourself, by the way? Shouldn’t you be off duty?” 
“My duty officer called me. Said something 

about assuming I’d want to know since it involves 


you. | thought he just meant, you know, you being a 


stowaway, but | wonder if he meant something 
else.” 

“Raine, if you don’t think every single one of 
your security team knows we’re screwing, you’re 
even more oblivious than | thought.” He smiled, 
moved in closer to Raine, resting one knee on the 
bench. “l'Il be done here in a few minutes. You 
still want me to come to your cabin?” 

“Of course.” Raine looked up at him and slid 

one hand up his thigh, around his waist. 

“Maybe even sleep there?” 

“If you like.” 

Kit had slept there a couple more times since 

the container incident. When he didn’t, it wasn’t 
because he thought Raine didn’t want him there but 
due to lack of space. He bent down to kiss Raine, 
who made a sound of protest, but Kit quickly 
stifled it. Yes, they were in public. Yes, someone 
might walk in any minute, but so what? 


Trish walked in. He heard her footsteps and 


lifted his head quickly when it occurred to him that 
the “what” of “so what?” was that he was still at 
work. 

“Ah, sorry,” Trish said. “Didn’t know you 


were still here. You can head out, Kit. lII lock 


” 


up. 
“Thanks, Trish.” Raine had taken his hand off 
Kit’s hip, but he didn’t pull away when Kit took 
his hand as they stood. “See you tomorrow.” He 
walked out, keeping Raine’s hand in his. 

“Ah, Kit. Not sure about this,” Raine said as 
they walked. 

“What?” 

“Hands. It’s not professional.” 

“It’s practically midnight, and you aren’t on 
duty. Lighten up.” 

“I have lightened up.” Raine looked so 
defensive, it made Kit laugh, which only made 
Raine bristle more. “I’ve made a real effort the 


last few days not to be so stiff.” 


“I like you stiff.” 

“Knock it off. You Know what | mean. You 

were right. | was being too cautious, too conscious 
of what everyone thought. And then, the thing with 
Taylor... You showed loyalty to your friend and 

the ship. | don’t have a reason to be ashamed of 
being involved with someone like that. Whatever 
else you’ve done.” 

“Damn, you were doing so well.” 

“What? Look...” He stopped, making Kit turn 
toward him. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what 
happened, how you ended up on the run?” 

“You won't believe me, though, will you? Or 

if you do, it will only be because you’re screwing 
me.” 

“Are you suggesting I’m blinded by lu-lust?” 

Kit frowned at the slight stammer on the last 
word. He couldn’t have been about to say another 
word starting with a “luh” sound, could he? 


“Doesn't matter.” Kit walked on, still holding 


Raine’s hand. He didn’t want to tell Raine about 
Jeff, not yet. They walked in silence until they 
stepped onto the elevator. Kit wondered, as he did 
every time he used the elevator, if this was the 
same car they’d met in. Kissed in. Who'd have 
thought one little kiss would lead to all this? 
Though, it was a hel// of a kiss. He smiled at Raine. 
“What?” Raine said. 

“Nothing. | can’t even get mad at you 

properly anymore. You're such a bad influence on 
me.” 

“I think it’s the other way around.” 

“Could be. Does me being a member of the 

crew make a difference to you?” 

“I don’t know. I’ve never dated a member of 

the crew before.” 

Dated? There’s an idea. They hadn’t had what 
you could call an actual “date.” Kit would have to 
plan something. 


“First time for everything,” Kit said. 


“The crew thing is only a technicality, 
though.” 
“But haven’t you ever heard of someone 
getting off on a technicality?” 

x OK OK 
Nights were good, but Raine had started to 
appreciate his off-duty days more, since they often 
led to a little joy in the afternoon, or even the 
morning, when Kit came looking for a way to fill 
in the time between the meals in the galley. 
The morning was more rare, since between 
breakfast cleanup, collecting food stores, and his 
morning report to the security office, Kit barely 
had time to turn around. So it was a nice surprise 
to get up from his bunk to answer the door to Kit 
about 0930 a few days after the late-night incident 
in the galley. 
“Morning, handsome,” Kit said. “I didn’t 
wake you up, did |?” 


Raine 


rubbed 

his 

unshaven 

chin. 

Unprecedented at this time of day. “Yes. | was 
Sleeping in. You’ve worn me out. Come in.” 

Kit came in looking annoyingly smug at being 
responsible for Raine’s disheveled appearance. 
Disheveled fit. His hair stuck up—he needed to 
take the clippers to it—and he wore only shorts, 
socks, and a T-shirt he’d hastily pulled on to 
answer the door. Far from his usual ready-for- 
inspection perfection. 

“Oh, | see you have the furnace on again,” Kit 
said and began shedding his clothes. God, Raine 
loved the way he stripped unselfconsciously. 
“I'll turn the heat down.” 

“No, leave it. You'll only go and put on your 
damn bathrobe.” Naked already, Kit lounged on 


the bed, grinning and inviting. 


“What have you got against my bathrobe?” 

“Its entire existence. C’mere, then, big fella.” 
Raine still felt only half-awake, but climbing 

onto the bed and shuffling around until Kit 
straddled him soon woke him and his cock up. Kit 
eased Raine’s shorts off and brought the cock to 
full readiness with his hand. 

“PI leave your shirt on,” Kit said, “because 
otherwise you'll want to turn the heat up to the 
point my hair will catch fire.” He stroked his 
thumb lazily up and down Raine’s cock, making 
him writhe and breathe out in a snort. “So what do 
you fancy for this little wake-up call?” 

“B-blowjob. Please.” 

“Good. I’m ravenous. Okay, hold on to your 
socks.” 

Kit’s mouth felt deliciously cool in 

comparison to the warmth of the room, which had 
an even more stimulating effect on Raine. He 


reached down to stroke his hand through Kit’s hair, 


restraining himself from pulling him down. Kit’s 
head bobbed up and down faster and faster, and 
Raine couldn’t hold on long, began to pant and 
gasp, taking his hand off Kit’s head, fearing he’d 
pull his hair despite vowing not to. Instead he 
grabbed the edges of the mattress at each side of 
him and clung on tightly while his hips pushed up 
at Kit. Kit’s hands on his thighs steadied him, and 
then he moved one of them to roll Raine’s balls 
lightly in his fingers, and Raine released instantly 
with a strangled cry. Oh God, yes. My God, my 
love. Kit, my love. 

The words in his mind didn’t fade as the 

orgasm did. They echoed. Over and over. 

My love.My love. 

Kit lay on top of him, his cock pushing against 
Raine’s belly, and Raine knew he had to return the 
favor. But he was too paralyzed right this second 
by the echo on his head. At last he shook himself, 


dismissing it. He’d been coming. The nearest a 


Sane man got to not being in his right mind. 
Thoughts at the moment of orgasm were not...real. 
Or rather, they didn’t mean anything. He didn’t 
love Kit. He couldn’t. The guy drove him mad, the 
cheeky little scofflaw. Okay, he’d been better the 
last few days. And when the chips were down, 
he’d shown his true colors, leaving Raine more 
well-disposed to him. But that didn’t mean he 
loved him. 

Just because he slept over more and more 
often... 

It didn’t mean anything. 

“Hey, don’t you dare fall asleep on me, you 

big lug.” 

Raine smiled, opened his eyes, and looked 

into Kit’s flushed face and urgent eyes. 

“I want you inside me, Kit.” 

“Thought you’d never ask.” Kit grabbed the 

lube as Raine turned over onto his front. Raine 


would have liked to have tried it face-to-face with 


Kit, but the narrow bunk didn’t give him the room 
he needed. One day, he thought, as Kit dropped 
kisses on his shoulders and back, working his way 
down, his hair caressing Raine’s skin. Goose 
bumps rose where it swept down his side. Maybe 
one day they would share a big bed and have the 
room to try every position going. But not today. Kit 
landed a kiss on Raine’s left butt cheek, then 
started preparing him, probing lubed fingers into 
him and making Raine groan and writhe. 

“I can’t hang on,” Kit said, sounding like he 

was gritting his teeth. “I should take longer with 
this, but I’m about ready to pop.” 

“Do it,” Raine said, looking back over his 

shoulder. “I can take whatever you've got to give.” 
“Tough guy, huh?” Kit had a condom on 

already, and as Raine watched, he pushed in 
quickly. Raine groaned, dropped his head down 
between his arms. 


“Did | hurt you? l'Il stop if—” 


“Don’t stop. Doesn’t hurt.” A small white lie. 

But the pain was easing quickly. He glanced back 
again, seeing the concern on Kit’s face. “You’re 
just bigger than I’ve had before.” That might be a 
great big white lie, but it certainly put a smile on 
Kit’s face. No man minded hearing that one. 
“You're just buttering me up,” Kit said, 

making a few cautious thrusts, growing more 
confident as Raine showed no more signs of pain, 
swallowing down groans. 

“Sorry,” Raine said. 

“I’m not complaining. Keep going.” 

Raine laughed. There was no more pain, only 

a building tension and heat. His cock rubbed on the 
bedclothes, and he wished he could get his hand on 
it. Never mind. He’d come with or without his 

hand. Kit’s cock rubbing his prostate would see to 
that. 

“Oh God, Raine.” Kit’s voice was strained. 


His thrusts were hard, growing faster. He was 


going to come. Too soon. Raine wasn’t as close, 
and he didn’t want this to be over yet. 

“Kit,” he said, “count backward from one 
hundred.” 

“What?” 

“Slow you down.” 

“Damn.” Kit groaned. “You're not ready to 
come yet?” 

“Too soon after the last one. Not as young as 
you.” 

“I knew you were too old for me. Okay, I’m 
counting.” 

“| don’t hear you.” 

“I’m counting in my head. Shut up, you made 

me lose count.” His thrusts steadied into a slower 
rhythm. Looking back at him, Raine saw his face 
twisted in concentration, eyes closed. His hair 
hung limp, sticking to his shoulders, damp with 
sweat. 


So beautiful. Damn him, why’d he have to be 


so hot? Why did he have to show up and make this 
huge mess out of Raine’s perfectly nice life? Why 
did Raine have to love him? 

“Can't go any longer,” Kit gasped. “Trying to 

hold on. Can’t.” 

“Do it,” Raine moaned. “Do it. I’m there too. 

Do it!” 

Kit slammed into him hard, more times than 

he expected, until Raine was coming, feeling the 
warmth spreading up his belly and chest. Until Kit 
shuddered and released, clinging to Raine’s 
shoulders, leaning over so his hair stuck to Raine’s 
back. 

“Fuck,” Kit moaned as he collapsed at 

Raine’s side. “Fuck, that’s good.” 

“How far did you get?” Raine asked, pulling 

him closer. 

“How far?” 

“Counting.” 


“Sixty-nine.” Kit smirked. Raine rolled his 


eyes. 

“You're such a liar.” 

“Well, | kept losing count.” He stroked the 

tips of his fingers through Raine’s short hair. “l 
wish you’d grow this. | bet it’s a beautiful auburn.” 
“It’s brown. Nothing special.” But he 

couldn’t help smiling. Kit sighed and rested 
against him, eyes closed. 

Sleep, Raine thought. He deserved it after all 

that exertion. It had been good, but Raine shouldn’t 
make a big deal of it, he told himself. Just because 
he didn’t ask for penetration unless he was with 
someone he trusted. Just because he asked Kit for 
it, that didn’t mean... Oh, what the hell is wrong 
with me? 

“You okay?” Kit asked, looking over at him. 
“You're all thundery of brow.” 

“Sorry. I’m okay. | was...ah... thinking about 

a meeting we had with the ore-plant managers 


yesterday.” Better than explaining the real reason. 


| love you and It’s scaring the hell out of me. 
“When I was fucking you, you were thinking 

about a meeting? Were you trying to slow yourself 
down too?” 

“No,” he said, chuckling. “Having you here 
reminded me about it, because they responded to 
the complaint the captain made about the incident 
the other night.” 

“Oh yes?” Kit leaned up on one elbow, his 

head resting on his hand. He slid his other hand 
under Raine’s shirt and traced delightful little 
swirls and circles with his fingertips. Raine had 

one arm trapped under Kit, around his waist, palm 
flat and fingers spread to touch as much of the cool 
skin as he could. 

“They weren’t exactly helpful,” Raine said. 

Kit didn’t look surprised. He must have heard 

Raine complain about those people often enough to 
predict their degree of likely helpfulness in any 


situation. “They said they haven’t been able to 


identify the men—even though we gave them clear 
pictures from our security feeds—and | don’t have 
access to their full personnel database. They talked 
like they didn’t give a damn. The captain said 

we'll be putting in an official complaint to their 
head office, but they didn’t care.” 

“Dicks.” 

“It just ticks me off when they show such 
disrespect to the captain.” 

The anger in his voice made Kit look at him, 
surprised. “You're um, a loyal guy.” 

“She’s my captain.” 

“Yeah. She’s your commanding officer, 

right?” 

“Yes: 

“Thing is, she isn’t theirs. Those ore-plant 
guys, | mean. To them she’s only a contractor.” 
“What?” 

Kit shook his head. “Sheesh, Raine. You think 


you're still in the military, don’t you? You think 


Dryden’s got power of life and death over 
everyone on the ship.” 

“She has.” 

“Her crew, yes. But not the ore plant. To them 
you're a haulage company, getting them and their 
ore where they need to go.” 

“I’m not stupid, Kit. | know this is a merchant 
ship, not a military one.” 

“Are you sure you know? Deep down, | 

mean?” 

Raine sighed and rubbed his eyes, ready for 
more sleep after their exertions. “Maybe you're 
right. | do need to think differently.” 

“It would make life easier for you. Think 
corporate. What’s the company for?” 

“Hauling cargo.” 

“Making money, dummy. Hauling cargo is the 
way they do it, but the company exists to make 
money. You should keep this in mind.” 


“I’m getting a headache.” 


“Good thing I’m due back at work, then.” He 
slithered across Raine, which felt nice enough to 
start Raine’s motor running again. He watched Kit 
grab a towel and head for the shower. 

“Think you'll have time to come back this 
afternoon?” 

“Good lord, are you the same Raine | met all 
those weeks ago? Mr. One-Fuck-a-Year-Will-Do- 
Me?” 

“You've unleashed a monster.” 

“Don’t flatter yourself.” He vanished into the 
shower. Raine dozed, listening to him singing in 
there. But he revived long enough to watch lazily 
when Kit emerged to dry off and dress again, 
putting on a show worth staying awake for. 

“See you later, my monster,” Kit said, pulling 

a sheet up over Raine and bending down to kiss 
him before he left. 

“Later.” Raine spoke only as the door closed. 


“My love.” 


Chapter Twelve 

It didn’t mean anything, Raine argued with 
himself for the umpteenth time. Three days had 
passed since the crazy idea of being in love with 
Kit had first crossed his mind, and he was still 
trying to convince himself it didn’t mean anything 
even if he was. He’d been in love before. He 
would be again. Love didn’t have to mean eternal 
love. It could be—usually was—a passing thing 
based mostly on physical attraction. 

“Hello, Chief. So we've finally lured you into 

this den of sin.” 

Raine glanced around the captain’s ready 

room. As dens of sin went, it appeared innocuous. 
The only evidence of sin he could see were the 
decks of cards and box of poker chips waiting on 
the table for the officers’ poker game. 

“I thought I’d try my luck, ma’am.” 

Kit’s fault. He’d apparently decided Raine 


needed coaching in how to be corporate. When 


Raine had mentioned he didn’t attend the card 
game on principle, since gambling was against 
regulations, Kit had scoffed and told him it wasn’t 
about 

gambling 

but 

something 

he 

called 

networking. In the army, it had definitely been 
about gambling. 

For the sake of a quiet life, Raine had agreed 

to give it a go. He’d even started to look forward 

to it once he’d agreed. Despite what he’d said to 
people in the past, he was not a bad player, and he 
prided himself on having a good poker face. 
“Everyone got drinks?” Dryden said, picking 

up her glass of scotch and soda. “Let’s start, then.” 
There were eight of them, including the captain, 


who usually hosted the games. “Sit where you 


like,” she said with a wave of the hand. 

Raine didn’t pay too much attention to where 

he sat—a mistake, as it turned out. He looked to 
his left to find Jon Parker beside him, wearing a 
most unfriendly look. Parker didn’t speak to Raine 
as they settled in, sorting out the chips. Raine 
didn’t mind; he had Jalota, the navigation officer, 
at his right side, and she was friendly enough. 

But as the game began and the chatting ended, 
Raine felt the unmistakable hostility coming from 
Parker. He couldn’t be sulking, could he? Okay, 
he’d wanted Kit, might even have had him once— 
Raine felt a stab of jealousy when he thought of 
that—but Kit had chosen Raine. No need for a 
grown man to get so bent out of shape about it; they 
weren't teenagers. 

It didn’t help his concentration, and he needed 

to concentrate. He hadn’t played in some time and 
knew the more serious players in the group would 


be watching him closely. They’d want to assess if 


he was a serious player too or only here for the 
networking. 

Parker played badly, perhaps too busy giving 

Raine the evil eye to concentrate on his game, and 
his stack of chips went down fast. Raine’s fell too 
initially, but, as Parker folded more and more 
often, Raine got a second wind and began to regain 
his momentum. The old tactics came back to him. 
By the time they finished up for the night, he’d 
nearly doubled his money. 

“You've been holding out on me, Chief,” 

Dryden said. “You told me you’re not much of a 
player, but | see you’re going home richer tonight.” 
“Yes, the chief is good at holding out,” Parker 
muttered, attracting a few curious glances. He 
stood and moved away from the table. The others 
followed, but Parker didn’t head for the drinks like 
the rest; instead he strode out of the room. Raine 
followed him. If attending these games would do 


him good on the ship, then he didn’t need to have 


any complications thrown in to mess it up. He 
caught up a few meters away, taking Parker’s arm 
to stop him. 

“Parker, can we talk?” 

“Take your hand off me.” Parker pulled his 

arm away. “I’ve nothing to say to you.” 

“Look, | appreciate you have a problem with 

me and Kit being together.” 

“What, you think this is jealousy? | don’t give 

a flying fuck about you and Miller. And | have no 
problem with him. | have a problem with you 
being a hypocritical bastard.” 

Raine saw it then. He’d warned Parker off 
because he'd been jealous. The man had even 
thanked him, like Raine had prevented him making 
a big mistake. He must think Raine had it planned 
all along—warn off anyone he saw as a rival, to 
clear the field for himself. 

“I’m sorry. | know I told you—” 


“You told me an officer of this ship shouldn’t 


get involved with a stowaway, and now you are 
involved with him. That’s hypocrisy.” 

“| didn’t plan it this way.” 

“I used to think you were an honest man. 
Straight dealing. | won’t make the mistake of 
trusting you again.” He turned to go but stopped 
and looked back. “And let me put you on notice. | 
do still want him, and | see no reason to back off 
and let you have the field to yourself.” 

Raine clenched his fists and came close to 
knocking Parker the length of the corridor but kept 
hold of enough control not to give in to the urge. 
He’d end up in the brig, lose his job and his 
pension, and might never see Kit again. Parker 
turned to walk away. 

“Did you have him before?” The question 

was ripped from an uncontrolled and primitive 
part of Raine’s mind. 

Parker turned back, smiling, losing the anger 


when he saw he had something he could hold over 


Raine. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Perhaps you 
Should ask him. Good night.” He delivered the last 
words in the same tone a man might say “fuck 
you.” 
Raine watched him stride off and wondered 
what to do now. He could go back to the ready 
room and have a couple of drinks and network 
with the captain and other officers. Or he could 
grow wings and fly. About as likely. He checked 
the time. Barely 2200. Kit might still be working. 
He’d come to Raine’s cabin when he finished. It 
had become their usual routine. 
Screw routine. He wanted to see Kit now. 

* k*k 
Raine found Kit sweeping the kitchen floor 
when he arrived—usually the final job of the 
cleanup evolution. 
“Hey, handsome, come to walk me home? 
How was the game?” Kit grinned. “Were you 


corporate? Did you score a load of points?” 


“Had a few scored against me.” 

Kit looked curious, but Raine didn’t explain. 

He had to put the picture of Kit with Jon Parker out 
of his mind. He could think of only one way to 
blank his mind out enough to eliminate the image. 
Kit gasped when Raine grabbed him around 

the waist and pushed him back against the nearest 
bulkhead. Raine swallowed the gasp, mouth on 
Kit’s, tongue in deep, demanding more of him. He 
ran his hands over Kit’s slim waist, on down to his 
hips. Joo damn bony, should get you in the gym, 
my boy. Get him in and have him over a weights 
bench... 

Kit pulled back, laughing, joyful, surprised. 

“Let me guess—the captain put the whole 

Ship into the pot, and you won it?” 

“Stop talking.” Raine covered Kit’s too busy 
mouth again. Talks too much. Better things to do 
with his beautiful mouth. But he broke the kiss 


first this time, because he wanted to taste Kit’s 


Skin. He kissed an ear, down his neck, feeling the 
hot racing pulse under his lips, smelling the 
lingering scents of cleaning fluids and cooking 
trapped in Kit’s hair and clothes. 

“Oh God, you’re driving me crazy, Raine.” 
“Say my name. Say Dan.” 

“Dan. Dan!” He laughed, joy in it again. “My 
man Dan. Oh! Fuck!” Raine had reached down 
inside Kit’s baggy pants and taken hold of his 
growing cock. “Raine, Raine, slow down.” 

“| want you.” 

“Trish is still here.” 

“Screw Trish.” 

“She’s not my type. Let’s go to your cabin.” 
They should. Raine knew he was letting his 
lust control him, letting it mix with the wasted 
adrenaline from the confrontation with Parker, 
anger and jealousy adding a garnish. But he 
couldn’t wait. He couldn’t. He needed Kit here. 


Now. He wanted Kit’s cock in his mouth, wanted 


to make him come hard, harder than Parker had— 
might have. Raine could never ask Kit if he and 
Parker had... Too humiliating to ask. Kit would 
either tell him or would tell him to mind his own 
damn business, and Raine would make the worst of 
either answer. Better not to know. Better to prove 
himself the better lover, better man. 

“Okay,” Kit said as if hearing an answer from 
Raine, though he hadn’t spoken. His begging lips 
and demanding hands said everything Raine 
couldn’t say in words. “This way.” 

He led Raine into a cooler. A cooler, of all 

things. 

“What is this, revenge for my hot cabin?” 
“Something like that. Shut the door and keep 
quiet, for fuck’s sake.” 

“I'll keep quiet,” Raine said, backing him up 

in the dim interior, only an emergency light above 
them. “My mouth will be full.” They went around 


behind shelves, invisible from the door. “You, on 


the other hand, might need something to bite down 
on.” 

“Dan...” Kit’s back hit the wall, and he 

grabbed at it to steady himself while Raine 
dropped instantly to his knees. The frigid floor bit 
through the fabric of his pants. The chilly air was 
already affecting him; his nipples were painfully 
erect with the combination of desire and cold. But 
the cold wasn’t giving Kit any trouble. He fumbled 
off his apron, and Raine pulled down the baggy, 
elastic-waisted pants, revealing his cock, turned 
livid red by the emergency light. 

Like blood. As if the hot blood within 

showed on the outside. The blood roused by 
Raine’s kisses and touch. And by his lips as he 
dipped his head and engulfed it, the flesh so hot he 
felt it warmed him through, counteracting the cold. 
Kit moaned and grabbed Raine’s head on 

both sides, something he didn’t normally do, 


usually too much in control. Did he feel as out of 


control as Raine? Out of control and yet loving it. 
Loving the rush of it as he took Kit in deeper, 
deeper than he normally dared, feeling a new 
confidence. Was beyond the boundaries of control 
where confidence and courage came from? Was 
staying in control just another way of being afraid? 
Like combat. He’d felt like this in combat. 

His body took the lead. But not quite like combat, 
no fear of death, only anticipation, need, mounting 
need for completion—for both of them. Kit ground 
his hips and moaned softly, restrained only by the 
need for quiet, something Raine didn’t even care 
about in this strange moment. Let them be heard, let 
everyone know he called this beautiful man his 
lover. Be proud of making him cry out with 
ecstasy. 

If Trish Ellis was still out there in her office, 

she must have heard the shout Kit gave as he 
climaxed. Raine had started shivering, despite his 


mounting excitement, and Kit’s cum felt like 


drinking from the hot faucet. Burned like brandy 
for a freezing man. He took it all before he stood, 
catching the panting and wobbly-legged Kit in his 
arms. 

“My God, Raine... Dan. That was /ntense.” 

“I need...” 

But Kit needed no prompting, already 

unzipping Raine’s pants, reaching inside. The cold 
hand on his cock made Raine bite down an oath. 
But nothing short of packing it in ice could have 
made his erection wilt. 

“Quickly...cold...” Raine’s teeth began to 

chatter. If they’d gone into a freezer, he’d have 
hypothermia already. Kit just kept rubbing Raine’s 
cock, hand inside his pants. Good. Keep it in the 
warm. Kit’s hand warmed up quick enough, as it 
pumped in a faster and faster rhythm. 

“Yes,” Raine moaned out. He kissed Kit 

again, hard, tongue probing, invading. “Oh God, 
Kit.” 


“What’s with you tonight?” Kit said. “You’re 

SO noisy. You’re crazed.” 

“Can't help it.” Raine moaned against Kit’s 

neck. “You do this to me. I’m sorry.” 

“Hey, did | say you needed to apologize?” 

Raine felt the laugh in the movement of Kit’s 
throat, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Don’t 
apologize. | love it.” 

“I love you.” 

Oh no, that wasn’t what he’d meant to Say. 

Kit’s body tensed against his, and Raine wanted to 
say something, but his climax broke over him, 
engulfing his mind, scouring his thoughts from the 
surface. 

By the time he came back to reality, Kit had 
zipped him up. The tension remained in his body, 
even though he smiled at Raine. 

“We should get out of here before you freeze 

to death, you big lizard you.” 


“Good idea.” Raine felt dull and sluggish 


already, though this could be the reaction to the 
orgasm. He wanted to sleep. A standing-up knee- 
trembler might be nice, but it didn’t give you the 
option of a refreshing nap afterward. 

“If Trish has locked the coolers, we’re kind 

of screwed,” Kit said, putting his apron back on. 

“I have my Link. We’d just call someone.” 

“Fine.” Kit grinned, face positively demonic 

in the red light. “So will you explain what we 

were doing in here, or should |?” 

“Oh.” Thinking of the knowing grin he’d see 

on the face of whoever let them out made Raine 
break out in a cold sweat, despite the temperature 
in here. And only a few minutes ago, he’d been 
thinking he didn’t care if someone saw them doing 
it. Desire must be a kind of madness. He’d never 
think that way when in his right mind. 

When Kit pulled the handle and the door 

opened, Raine sighed with relief. They went out 


into the galley, dim with only the emergency light 


on. A piece of sticky paper clung to the door of the 
cooler. 

Lock up before you leave. 

Trish Ellis knew, Raine thought. She knew 

they were in there, and she had to know Kit wasn’t 
giving him a tour of the galley’s coolers. 

“You're blushing,” Kit said as he locked the 

cooler. 

“Can you blame me?” 

“Aw, just when I was bringing out the wild 

man in you.” There was silence for a moment. “It’s 
late. | think, ah, I’d better go back to the bunk 
room. You know, spend a night in my own bed, for 
appearance’s Sake.” 

“Kit, I—” 

“I'd invite you to join me, but I don’t think 

your team needs to see your naked ass. It could 
undermine your authority.” 

Talks too much. Talking to avoid talking. To 


avoid talking about what Raine had said. 


I love you. 

Could he claim he’d said it in the madness of 
desire? Claim it meant nothing? 

“Okay,” Raine said. “I’m tired anyway.” 

“Your bunk isn’t big enough for two. Not to 
mention either I’m frying or you’re freezing. Come 
on, hustle it, so | can lock the kitchen door.” 
Raine hustled it, and they went out through the 
galley into the corridor. 

“See you tomorrow.” Raine didn’t claim a 

kiss. He turned away and headed for officer 
country, the opposite way to the direction Kit 
would take. 

“Good night, Raine.” 

Raine, not Dan, and Raine heard some tension 

in his voice. He glanced back, but Kit was already 
walking away. 

Chapter Thirteen 

“Come to the galley late tonight,” Kit said at 


the end of his daily check-in on the day after Raine 


practically dragged him into the cooler. 

“Why? Do you intend to lure me into a freezer 

and make my dick freeze off entirely?” 

Kit grinned. He couldn’t imagine what 

incentive he’d have to do that. “Hey, | was the one 
who wanted to go back to your sauna of a cabin. 
You were the one who insisted we stay there.” 
“More fool me. | still haven’t warmed up.” 

Raine held up his gloved hands. 

“| Suppose you're wearing long winter 

underwear too?” 

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.” 

“Ooh, the sexy image of that is going to keep 

me hard all day. Just come to the galley. Late, after 
2300. And keep your pants zipped; we won't be 
alone.” He turned and left, smirking at the puzzled 
expression on Raine’s face, not giving him time to 
ask what Kit’s scheme might be. He’d find out. 
Raine being Raine, he turned up at 2300 on 


the dot. From the galley, Kit heard the door into the 


mess deck open and Raine call out, “Hello?” He 
hurried out there. 

“Keep it down, big mouth. Come on through 
here.” Crew members standing watch popped into 
the mess deck throughout the night to grab coffee 
and snacks. Kit didn’t want them seeing any 
activity, so he’d rolled the shutter down over the 
serving counter. He locked the door behind them 
when Raine followed him into the galley. 

“Hi, Chief,” Gracie said from one of the prep 
tables, working on filling bowls of vegetables and 
other ingredients. “Thanks for agreeing to this.” 
“He doesn’t know what he’s agreed to yet,” 

Kit said. “I was, hah, mysterious.” He led Raine to 
a table set up for one person. “Sit. You're going to 
be the guinea pig.” 

“For what?” Raine asked suspiciously. 

“Gracie’s recipe. She’s thinking of taking the 
cook’s exams and wants to try some stuff out.” 


“You're going for food-handler rating?” 


Raine sounded surprised, and Kit scowled at him. 
Idiot. “Ah, that’s great,” he added quickly. 

“She’s wasted here,” Kit said, joining her at 

the prep table and bumping his hip with hers, 
making her giggle. 

“It was Kit’s idea.” 

“Oh, nonsense, you said the captain suggested 
it. | just encouraged you a bit. You can do it, 
Gracie. Just gotta have the confidence.” 
“Anything | can do to help?” Raine asked 

from the table. 

“Make yummy noises,” Kit told him, and 

Gracie giggled again. 

Raine rolled his eyes. “I meant to help you 

make it.” 

“No, no, you sit there looking sexy, and we'll 
wait on you. People pay for service like that.” He 
winked at Gracie. “Come on, hon. Let’s show 
lizard boy what you can do. And you’re in charge. 


Treat me as your personal slave.” 


“People pay for service like that too,” Raine 

said. 

“Chief!” Gracie put on an expression of 

shock, and Kit threw a dried mushroom at Raine. 
“Behave. We’re working here.” 

They worked, Kit encouraging her to boss 

him around as much as she liked, which she 
eventually started to get the hang of. He called her 
ma’am. Raine watched them, not saying much, a 
smile on his face as if he was enjoying the show. 
Kit prided himself on always putting on a good 
show. 

But the banter and kidding around couldn’t 

make him forget what his every glance at the 
cooler door forcibly reminded him of. “/ love 

you.” Had Raine been carried away by the passion 
of the moment? Kit had heard plenty of men say “I 
love you” when they were having an orgasm. It 
didn’t usually stick afterward. But Raine was 


different, as Kit kept being reminded. He might 


mean it. And if he did? Kit hadn’t said it back. His 
mind had frozen with shock when he heard it, in 
fact. But did not saying it mean he didn’t feel it? 
He looked at Raine—Dan-—sitting there with 

an amused look, patiently suffering their teasing. 
He’d agreed to be the taste-tester for Gracie. Most 
of the other men Kit had been involved with 
wouldn’t bother to make the time to help someone 
like Gracie. She’d be beneath their notice. But 
Raine was making the time, for Gracie and for Kit. 
Was Raine a man Kit could love? His hotness and 
the great sex were factors too. 

“What are you grinning about?” Gracie said, 
catching him looking at Raine with a sappy 
expression. 

“Nothing, sorry, ma’am.” 

He had nothing to grin about. Falling in love 

with Raine would be a huge mistake. And letting 
Raine fall in love with him would be nothing short 


of cruel. It would lead only to misery, and Raine 


seemed like the sort of man for whom pain 
embedded deep and never healed. Raine couldn’t 
Shake off the hurt the way Kit had over Jeff. Jeff. 
What a dick. What had Kit ever seen in him? 

He’d ignore the “/ love you,” Kit decided. 

Raine wouldn’t say it again without Kit saying it 
first—far too macho. He probably wanted to forget 
it too. Heat of the moment. Nothing more to it. 
“Get the vegetables!” Gracie ordered, 

sounding a bit panicky as she dealt with the pan 
with the beef in it. 

Kit quickly plated up the vegetables, and 

Gracie added the meat, groaning when she spilled 
a drop of the sauce on the table. “It’s ready.” 
They served Raine with a lot of fussing 

around him, then stood and watched him eat until 
he got self-conscious and asked if they minded not 
doing that, please. 

“Come on, let’s clean up and let him enjoy 


it,” Kit said. He hoped the look he gave Raine 


conveyed quite clearly that he’d better enjoy it or 
there’d be hell to pay later. Raine got it. He had 
cleared his plate by the time they came back to bus 
his table. 

“Was it okay?” Gracie asked nervously. 

“Very nice,” Raine said. “Good combination 

of spices.” 

“Great! That’s my idea, the spices. The rest 

isn’t anything fancy, but the spices—” 

“Are her secret recipe.” Kit put his arm 

around her. “Right, so now you’re going to ask 
Trish to give you the training for the cook’s exam.” 
A look of panic appeared on Gracie’s face at 

once. “Oh no, | couldn’t. | wouldn’t dare. She’d 
just laugh at me.” 

“Don’t be silly,” Kit protested. “Trish is a 

peach. Isn’t she, Raine?” 

“Um, yes, a peach. | mean I’ve always found 

her to be a friendly person. I’m sure if you showed 


her your recipes, showed her what you can do so 


far...” He trailed off and looked helplessly at Kit. 
Gracie wore a deer-in-the-headlights expression. 
“Okay,” Kit said. “We need to come at this 

from another angle. Sneaky-like. Let’s have some 
coffee and come up with a scheme.” 

“PIL get it. Oh and there’s cake.” Gracie 

grabbed some mugs and hurried out to the urn. Kit 
grabbed a couple of chairs and pulled them up to 
the table beside Raine. 

“It’s nice of you to be so supportive of her,” 

Raine said. 

“She’s a nice kid, but she needs more 
confidence. The food was okay, wasn’t it?” 

“The beef was a little tough,” Raine said, 

leaning in and glancing over his shoulder in case 
she could hear him. 

“That’s technique.” Kit waved a hand. “That 

will come with training. But she’s got imagination, 
even flair. The taste was good, right?” 


“Oh yes.” 


Gracie came in, put down the mugs, and 

headed back to the cooler to fetch the cake. 
“She’s absorbed a lot of Knowledge just 

being around the cooks,” Kit said. “But she doesn’t 
realize it herself. | have to convince her.” 

“Doesn't sound very corporate. What’s in it 

for you?” Raine grimaced. “I’m sorry, that sounds 
terrible. | didn’t mean to—” 

“It’s okay, | get what you mean, you great 

fool. Anyway, being nice to the little people is 
always a good strategy. Ask your boyfriend 
Commodore Wright.” 

Raine smiled and shook his head. “There’s 

more to it, though. You like her, and you’re 
generous. Even if you have been brought up to 
think of everything as a transaction.” 

“I don’t know if I’ve just been flattered or 
insulted.” Kit felt a blush rising up his neck. Damn, 
Raine shouldn’t be able to do that to him. “A little 


of both, | think.” 


“I meant it as flattery. I’m not very good at 
this stuff.” 
Gracie came back before Kit could ask him 
exactly what “stuff” he meant. Romantic stuff? 
Talking-to-your-lover stuff? 
He shook those musings off. “Right. Listen up. 
I’ve got a plan.” 

x OK OK 
“A family recipe?” Trish Ellis took the paper 
from Raine’s hands. 
“My mother used to make it, but she said her 
family brought it from Earth with them way back 
when the colony was founded.” 
“Wow. That’s an heirloom.” 
The paper even looked rather worn—kKit’s 
handiwork. He’d aged it with dirt and stains and 
multiple foldings. Raine thought the whole scheme 
rather silly, but it was for Gracie, and Kit had 
made it clear that he expected Raine’s help. Raine 


suspected that if he didn’t give it, there’d be things 


Raine wouldn’t be getting this side of hell. But 
Raine didn’t need any threats. Silly this scheme 
might be, but he’d always help out a shipmate. 
“Do you think you could make it?” he asked 
Trish. 

“Oh definitely.” Trish scanned the recipe. 

“Got everything needed. It would be even better 
with fresh ingredients, but l'Il do my best. 
Tomorrow night.” She smiled. “It’s Friday 
tomorrow. Everyone likes a bit of spice ona 
Friday.” 

Trish was from Earth originally. Days of the 

week still meant something to her. To Raine they 
were no more than words in old books. But he 
nodded and smiled. “Thanks. | appreciate it.” 
“Always good to have a taste of home.” 

He was going to feel like such a damn fool 

when they explained the truth to her. 


x KOK 


The dinner sitting had been over for about 


twenty minutes when Raine came back into the 
mess deck. He’d eaten earlier and enjoyed 
Gracie’s recipe as made by the galley’s trained 
cooks. The tenderness of the beef and the piquant 
mixture of spices had made it even better than the 
one he’d been the guinea pig for. 

Gracie and Kit were cleaning up and grinned 

at him when he came in. He nodded. Kit went to 
the hatch and called through. 

“Boss, a visitor for you.” 

Trish popped her head out. “Oh hi, Chief. 

Come on in.” 

He followed her into the galley and on 

through to her office, feeling Kit’s and Gracie’s 
eyes on his back. 

“Your recipe went over great,” Trish said, 

waving him to a chair. “Several people mentioned 
it, including the captain. I’d like to add it into the 
rotation, if that’s okay with you.” 


Raine sighed with relief, hating to think he’d 


have to take bad news back to those two hopeful 
souls waiting for him out there. 

“That’s great. And time to cut the bull. It’s not 
my mother’s recipe; it’s Gracie’s. Sorry about the 
games.” 

“Gracie?” 

“She wants to try for the food-handler exam, 

but she’s scared of putting herself forward, in case 
you wouldn’t take her seriously. So she tried this 
recipe out on me and | agreed to this little bit of 
nonsense. Sorry.” 

Trish’s face was a picture. Eventually she 
frowned. “What am I, an ogre? Gracie is scared of 
me?” 

“She’s scared of everybody.” 

“That’s true,” Trish said with a sigh. “Poor 

kid. | think she’s had a rough life.” 

Kit might be the exception. He was Gracie’s 

hero. Would be even more so after today, Raine 


suspected. 


“You think she could do it?” he asked Trish. 

“It’s not exactly rocket science. How was her 
cooking? Not the recipe, the preparation.” 

“The beef was a bit tough.” 

“She'll soon learn how to cook beef.” 

“That’s what Kit said.” Raine smiled. 

“I’m prepared to bet my best set of knives he 
came up with the idea for this little three-act play.” 
She chuckled. “Boy has a sense of drama.” 

“He does. Goodness knows how he 

persuaded me to go along with it.” He blushed 
suddenly at her disconcerting giggle. 

“I can imagine how. Anyway...” She 

straightened her face. “I can’t be angry with him, 
can I? Helping Gracie out like that—he’s a good 
shipmate.” 

“Yes.” 

“If the captain and the company can get things 
sorted out for him, l’d be glad to have him stay 


aboard. Though | doubt he’d be a steward’s 


assistant for long.” 

“You’ve forgiven him for when he tried to 

escape, then?” 

She shrugged. “I was angry. But | can’t blame 
him for it, can I? He’s easy enough to forgive. And 
things have changed. | hardly even think about him 
being a stowaway anymore.” 

“Don’t forget that it’s not only a matter of him 
being a stowaway. He’s a fugitive. A thief.” 

“He told me he was framed.” 

“And you believe him?” 

“You don’t?” 

Her question, incredulity in it, took Raine 

aback. How could he love someone and assume 
they are a criminal? 

“| don’t know,” he admitted. 

“It might be time to make up your mind.” 

He felt an urge to tell her to keep out of his 
business, until it occurred to him she probably 


spent more time with Kit than he did. And since 


Kit rarely shut up while conscious, she must hear 
him talk a lot too. Her opinion about him could be 
worth listening to. 

“Has he told you the details about his case?” 
“No. That’s one thing he doesn’t talk about. 

Not to me, anyway.” 

It sounded like a challenge, and Raine took it. 

He needed to hear Kit’s side of the story if he was 
going to decide if he believed him or not. And if 
Kit had been framed, Raine would have to do 
something about it. 

“Trish, could you do something for me?” 

“Sure, Chief, name it. You’ve done me a 

favor with Gracie. I’ve been trying to get her to 
look beyond the dishwasher for a while.” 

“That’s mostly down to Kit, | think. But | 

guess this favor is for him too.” 

He amazed himself, sitting here talking to 

Trish about his relationship with Kit. He’d never 


been especially close to her; she was no more to 


him than a generally friendly shipmate. But Kit had 
brought them together. He’d brought Gracie and the 
captain together, Gracie and Trish. Shit, the guy 
spread goodwill wherever he went. Raine wanted 
to laugh. Enough with the eulogizing. And don’t 
say it to his face; his head is big enough already. 
He told Trish about the favor he wanted, and 

she smiled, amused, not mocking him, as he’d 
feared, about it being a sappy idea. 

“Sounds like fun. l'Il do that for you.” 

He rose, and she turned to her terminal. 

“Send Gracie in on your way out; l'Il get 

some coaching sessions set up. l'Il have her ready 
to sit the exam by the time we get to Saira.” 

He stepped out of the office and barged into 

Kit, waiting right outside. 

“Well?” Kit demanded. 

“I'm fine, thanks. You?” 

Kit slapped him on the arm, scowling. 


“Knock it off, smarty-pants. What did she say?” 


“Gracie,” Raine said, turning to her where 

she’d come up behind Kit. “Trish wants you to go 
in for a chat. She wants to set up your training 
program to get you ready for the exam.” 

“Yes!” Kit’s grin of triumph almost reached 
around the back of his head. He grabbed Gracie 
into a hug, lifting her right off her feet. “I knew you 
could do it, babe.” 

“Oh my God! The exam! l'Il never pass!” 

“If it helps, | volunteer to be guinea pig for all 
future experiments,” Raine said, earning a smile 
from Kit. 

“Oh, Chief, you’re the best.” She grabbed his 

arm while she stretched up to kiss him on the 
cheek, leaving him flustered. A woman hadn’t 
kissed him since the last time he visited his 
mother. 

“| don’t have all night.” Trish’s voice came 
through from her office, and Gracie squeaked and 


hurried in, closing the door behind her. 


Kit still wore his triumphant grin, which 

Raine wanted to kiss, but he refrained. 

“Are you done clearing up?” 

“Five minutes.” Kit grabbed his broom and 

went back to sweeping. Raine leaned against a 
prep table, arms folded, and watched him work. 
He was graceful even sweeping, practically 
dancing with the broom. Raine could watch this all 
day. 

But tomorrow Kit had an evening off, and 

Raine had plans. He intended to get the real story 
out of Kit, and he intended to believe him. 
Chapter Fourteen 

Kit knew Raine had come into the mess deck. 

He didn’t know how he knew, but he looked up 
from taking dirty dishes off the carousel, and sure 
enough, there he was. He stood at the counter, 
rather late for dinner, but they were still serving. 
Kit caught his eye and grinned, then mouthed 


the words see you later. Raine shook his head and 


smiled back, and to Kit’s surprise, Trish handed 
him a white cardboard box, taking it from the 
chiller under the counter. Kit and Gracie 
sometimes delivered boxes like that filled with 
finger food and snacks to a section with some big 
panic going on that left the workers unable to come 
to the mess to eat. Did Raine have an emergency 
going on down in security? He left with the box 
and a look back over his shoulder at Kit. And— 
making Kit goggle—a wink. 

“Kit,” Trish called. “You can go early. l'Il 

help Gracie with cleanup tonight.” 

“Ma'am?” 

“Even stowaways get time off.” 

She wore a knowing smile, and Kit realized 

there must be some plotting afoot here. He 
shrugged and took off his apron, tossed it in the 
laundry hamper. “Okay, I’m not arguing.” 

He left the mess deck and wasn’t remotely 


surprised to find Raine waiting outside the door. 


Definite plotting afoot. 

“This is payback for the Great Recipe 

Conspiracy, isn’t it?” Kit asked. 

“Could be.” Raine looked Kit up and down 

and made him suddenly conscious of his stained 
and rather damp whites. 

“I should change.” 

Raine nodded. “Okay. Then come up to the 
observation deck.” 

“Why, what’s up there?” Kit teased, guessing 
exactly what he’d find there. 

“Just be there,” Raine retorted, then grimaced 

at the lame rejoinder. “Ten minutes,” he added. “| 
don’t want to lose the chill off the wine.” 

“Wine?” Kit hadn’t had wine in months. He 
stared as Raine walked off without another word, 
carrying his takeout box carefully. The trance 
broke when Raine rounded a corner, and Kit 
grinned and ran back to the bunk room to change. 


Ten minutes later, in fresh clothes, hair 


brushed, wishing he’d had time to shave, Kit 
entered the observation deck. The dark room was 
like an indoor forest, full of bushes and plants in 
big pots, meant to provide a near-natural feel. 
“Dan?” 

“Over here.” A shadowy shape appeared, 

close to the great viewing window. It vanished 

into what turned out to be an alcove Kit hadn’t 
known about. The window made up one side of it 
and took Kit’s breath away. He knew the plasti- 
glass was half a meter thick and protected by force 
fields, but the view still made his head spin. Raine 
caught him when he stumbled slightly. 

“You okay?” 

“Yeah. Just dizzy. Wow. | never stood this 

close to the window before. It’s a bit 
overwhelming.” 

“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Raine 

touched the surface of the window. Kit gasped, and 


Raine looked at him with alarm. “If it bothers you, 


we can move.” 

He gestured behind him, and Kit saw what 

Raine had brought up here in his takeout box. A 
picnic. A nice selection of finger foods and a 

bottle of wine and two glasses, spread on a cloth 
between two heaps of big cushions. Kit forgot his 
nerves about the window, the coldness of space so 
close, and felt warm again. He had nothing to be 
afraid of. He was with Raine. 

“You did this for me?” 

“I thought it was time we had a date.” 

“Sounds like locking the stable door after the 
horse has bolted and screwed every other horse in 
a five-mile radius.” 

“You have such a way with words, don’t 

you?” 

“So I’m told.” Kit dropped onto one of the 

heaps of cushions and sighed as he sank into its 
depths. “Oh yeah. | like this already.” 


After pulling a couple of the potted plants 


across the open end of the alcove, to provide some 
privacy, Raine too sat on the cushions, his back 
against the wall. He poured the wine. 

“That isn’t from the galley,” Kit said as Raine 
handed him a glass. “I'd definitely have noticed.” 
“I believe there is wine and other liquor for 
official functions. But it’s locked away, and only 
the chief steward can get to it. This is mine. I’d 
been saving it.” 

“For what?” 

“For you, | guess.” 

“lIl drink to that.” Kit raised his glass, 

waited for Raine to do the same. He did, more 
slowly, and touched it gently to Kit’s, making a 
soft ting. 

“I'll drink to us.” 

Kit tried to keep a slightly alarmed 

expression off his face at Raine’s toast. “To us,” 
he said, forcing a casual tone into his voice. He 


drank to avoid talking and then started right in on 


the food. He talked between mouthfuls, talking to 
avoid talking. “The food is great. Thanks, Raine. 
This was a nice thing to do.” 

“Trish helped me out. She’s grateful for the 

way you helped Gracie. You deserve a reward.” 
“Do you have a different kind of reward for 

me later?” 

“I can think of some rewarding activities, 

yes.” 

Food from Trish, sex from Raine. Kit should 

be Mr. Nice Guy more often if it brought him this 
kind of treatment. Done with the savory things, he 
found some cakes whose fudge taste made his eyes 
roll back in his head. He’d always had a sweet 
tooth. 

“You have to try one of these,” he said, 

passing the plate to Raine. “They taste like an 
orgasm feels.” 

“Thanks.” Raine took one and ate it. “Very 


nice.” 


“Anyone ever say you have quite a way with 
words?” Kit grinned, echoing Raine’s earlier 
question. “Because if they did, they were lying to 
you and they’re not your friend.” 

He’d hoped the jokey dig would raise a 

smile, their verbal sparring usually amusing rather 
than irritating Raine these days. But Raine seemed 
distracted, looking out at the stars. He turned 
suddenly, looking straight into Kit’s eyes. 

“Do you plan to escape after the hearing?” 

Kit froze for a second, then sat up. “That’s 

what this is about? Seduce me with a picnic and 
play Good Cop so you can question me? Screw 
you, Raine.” He started to scramble up, but 
Raine’s voice stopped him. 

“Don't go.” 

Neither an order nor a plea. Damn, he was so 

hard to peg. Neither of those and yet it held Kit 
there. He dropped back onto his cushions. 


“It doesn’t matter what | plan to do after the 


hearing. | won’t be your problem by then.” 
“Kit, | Suspect you’re going to be my problem 
for a long time to come.” 


“Wow, you really know how to sweet-talk a 


” 


guy. 
Raine snorted. “Yeah, I’ve got honey on my 
tongue.” 

“I’m sure l’d have noticed. Right after we 

met, in fact.” Kit couldn’t help but smile at Raine’s 
blush. “You're a good kisser, Chief. Honey or 

not.” 

“I could help you escape.” 

Kit blinked. “What?” 

“After the hearing, if you want me to, l'Il find 

a way to help you escape from Saira.” 

Kit didn’t blink again for some time. He 

stared. Eventually he found his voice again. “Why 
would you do that?” 

“For you.” The words were soft, and Kit 


flashed on a memory, heard the words “/ love you” 


again. But he shook his head. 

“That makes no sense. You won’t benefit. I’d 

be gone.” 

“You'd be free. That’s what matters.” 

“But you won't benefit. Why should you risk 

so much for nothing?” 

“Not for nothing. For you.” 

Kit groaned and put his head in his hands. 
“Dammit, Raine, you are breaking my brain.” He 
sat up, shoving his hair back, raking his fingers 
through it. “No.” He scowled at Raine, who sat 
there looking as innocent as a baby. “You will not 
help. What are you, nuts? You’d lose your job, 
your pension. Might even get arrested.” 

Raine shrugged. He actually fucking shrugged. 
“Doesn't matter.” 

“I said no. | don’t want you to do it. I’m not 
asking you to. In fact, if you lift so much as a finger 
to help me escape, then | swear | will come back 


here and kick your ass.” A futile threat. Raine 


would have to be in a coma for Kit to stand a 
chance of kicking his ass. “I know what this is. 
You're testing me. You think everything since that 
first kiss has been about me seducing you into 
helping me. Maybe it was at first. Except, even 
then, it wasn’t only that. | wanted to seduce you, 
but | wanted you too. | can’t deny it.” 

“So you killed two birds with one stone? It’s 

paid off. Here | am, seduced. Putty in your hands. 
Tell me what you want, and it’s yours.” 

“You're just taking the piss!” 

Raine smiled. “No, I’m not.” 

Kit sighed and leaned back against the wall. 

He closed his eyes and spoke more quietly, 
seriously. 

“Don’t do anything to help me escape. | don’t 
want you to sacrifice what you have here.” 

“Why not?” 

Kit opened his eyes, glared. “What, are you 


trying to drag a compliment out of me? Because 


I’m in love with you, you big fool. | can’t imagine 
why—you’re such a repressed, rigid, asshole 
bastard. | wish | wasn’t, and | wish you weren’t in 
love with me, because we're both screwed up.” 
“Love does that,” Raine said. “It’s something 

I’ve noticed. It’s supposed to make you happy, but 
in the end, it messes you up.” 

Kit snorted. “You don’t have to tell me. How 

the hell do you think | ended up here?” 

“| don’t think it was because you stole 

anything.” 

Kit looked at him, expecting his face to be 

eager, thinking he’d finally ferreted the story out. 
But he only looked rather sad and sympathetic. 
Could now be the time to tell him? Kit knew he 
could trust Raine. 

“I worked at one of the biggest corporations 

on Drexler. | was doing okay. | knew how to get 
ahead. Knew how to get promotions by being nice 


to the right people.” 


He saw the look of shock on Raine’s face. At 

least it wasn’t disgust. 

“It’s a game, Dan. You play the hand you’re 

dealt. | got dealt the pretty-boy hand. A player has 
to use all his cards.” 

“Okay,” Raine said in his “I’m not judging 

you, except for the part where I’m totally judging 
you” voice. 

“| started seeing a man, an actual board 

member. Quite a young guy, only a few years older 
than me. His family had a controlling interest in the 
firm. It sounds so stupid to say it, especially now | 
wish l’d never met him, but | thought | was in love 
with him.” 

“Jeff?” 

Kit stared. “How do you know that?” 

“You’ve said the name in your sleep a few 

times.” 

“Fuck. Sorry. That’s bad.” Though there were 


A 


worse things. “Only in my sleep, though. Never—’ 


“No.” Raine cut him off sharply. 

Relieved, Kit went on. “So there we were, 

thinking no two people in the galaxy ever loved the 
way we loved, when his family found out.” 

“They didn’t approve of him being with a 

man?” 

“They didn’t approve of him being with this 

man. Too low class. Fatherless. Not the right sort 

at all.” 

“Snobs.” 

“You bet. Even then it wouldn’t have been so 

bad if it was just a family matter. But they wanted 
him to go into politics, and then it would have 
mattered. Then they’d have needed someone more 
suitable.” 

“Dicks.” 

Kit looked at him and smiled. “You're 

picking up bad habits from me. His dad warned me 
off, said I’d be fired. | didn’t care. Then the family 


tried to buy me off. | told them where they could 


stick their money.” 

“Wow, it must have been love.” 

Kit shot him a glare, though he knew he’d 

earned the dig with some of the things he’d said. 
“So they set me up. Planted evidence I’d been 
embezzling and had me arrested. They had friends 
in the authorities who could make sure I’d have no 
chance in court.” He glanced at Raine, whose face 
had gone unreadable. 

“But you escaped.” 

“Jeff busted me out. He bribed the prison 

guards, got me to the docks, and then...” His voice 
faded. Because he couldn't relive the moment. 
Though he no longer felt anything for Jeff, he 
couldn’t relive what he’d felt then. 

“Please go on,” Raine said quietly. 

It gave Kit courage. Someone should know. 
Whether Raine believed him or not, he should hear 
the truth. 


“| thought we were going to run away 


together. But that wasn’t his plan. He said he was 
sorry for what his family had done to me and that 
he’d only expected his father to increase the buyout 
offer.” 

“He knew about it?” 

“Yes. From the start. He’d agreed to it. Guess 

he didn’t have the balls to end it himself. | don’t 
know what they think I’d have done if he had, but | 
swear, |I’d never have bothered him again. | 
wouldn’t have gone to the press or anything.” He 
stopped. They’d taken a room near the docks to lie 
low waiting for the transport and had made up for 
the time apart. Jeff fucked him, then...fucked him 
over. Told him what the plan was. It had gone 
straight into the top five worst moments of Kit’s 
life. His mother’s death would always occupy the 
top slot. 

“Either he didn’t love me, or he loved his 

ambition more, | don’t know. | couldn’t even 


argue. Too stunned. He gave me a bundle of cash 


and—” 

“The cash we found in your hiding place?” 

“Yeah. Gave it to me and left.” Paid me off 

like a whore. Was I ever anything else to him ? 
“He’d arranged a berth on a transport for me, false 
name and everything, but | didn’t take it. | nearly 
tossed away the money but realized if | did, I’d be 
reduced to earning a living around the docks on my 
knees, so | hung on to it. | found the cargo being 
loaded onto this ship, and | managed to conceal 
myself and get aboard.” 

“You 

could 

have 


ended 


an 
unpressurized hold.” 


“Didn’t much care.” He shrugged. The 


numbness and despair had lasted a day before he’d 
noticed his stomach rumbling and had come back 
to his senses and started living again. “So, yeah. 
Like you say. Love messes you up.” 

Did Raine believe it? Did he believe it only 

because he loved Kit? It was suddenly important to 
know one person believed it. 

“Kit, did you think telling me this would make 

m e /ess likely to want to help you? You’re the 
victim of injustice. If the captain and the company 
can’t find a way to help you, then my offer stands.” 
“And my threat to kick your ass also stands.” 

Raine smiled. “Understood.” 

Raine didn’t press the point. He’d made his 

offer. Kit still had plenty of time to decide if he 
took him up on it, but he was determined he 
wouldn’t. He couldn’t ask Raine to risk everything. 
It wasn’t his problem. Except for the part where 
they loved each other, which kind of made each 


other’s problems their problems. But love didn’t 


have to mean a fairy tale, happy-ever-after-never- 
to-part. They would part. Nothing could prevent it. 
So they should make the most of the time they had 
together. 

Time to start straight away on making the 

most. Kit crawled over the remains of the picnic 
and straddled Raine’s legs. Raine looked up at 

him, face flushed, eyes wide. He placed his hands 
on Kit’s waist as Kit pressed close, leaned down 

for a kiss, his loose hair brushing Raine’s 

shoulders and arms. They loved each other. The 
words were out, from both of them. And it added 
something to the kiss; extra spice, extra heat, extra 
intensity. 

“We don’t have long,” Kit said softly. 

“We have all night.” 

Kit hadn’t meant tonight, but he suspected 

Raine understood. His response said they’d make 
the most of tonight and all the other nights before 


they were parted. Kit sighed and leaned into the 


kiss again, desire rising, need cresting. They 
should move, go back to Raine’s cabin, but he 
couldn’t stop the kiss, couldn’t let Raine stop 
touching him. 

Raine had no time either, hard already and 

getting harder as Kit’s movement teased his 
confined erection. He started to groan, breaking the 
kiss, his head back, and Kit got busy, unbuttoning, 
unzipping. He pulled his shirt off over his head and 
then grabbed the cloth from the picnic, flinging the 
things off it. He shoved it between them, hoping to 
keep most of the mess off their clothes. 

The rough texture of the cloth against his 

sensitive cock drove Kit to start pushing against 
Raine’s hard-on. He could go mad with the 
pleasure, he thought, rubbing harder, faster, glad 
again of the new strength in his legs. He held 
Raine’s shoulders for balance, gripped either side 
of Raine’s hips with his knees. Raine moved his 


hands from Kit’s hips to send them roaming instead 


over his bare chest and belly and shoulders. He 
leaned in to tease a nipple with his tongue. 

A belated memory that they were in a public 

place, albeit hidden, kept Kit from shouting with 
pleasure. Kept him too from begging Raine to fuck 
him, wanting nothing more than to slide down onto 
the gorgeous cock dancing with his. But that really 
would be too messy. This would do for the 
moment. Later they could go back to Raine’s 
quarters, and then... 

Then they had all night. 

“Touch me,” Raine moaned. He writhed, 

giving a growl of frustration, his position not 
letting him move much, only able to push upwards 
a little. Kit reached under the cloth and shifted it 
around so it covered them but wasn’t between 
them, letting their cocks rub together, bare and hot. 
He wrapped his hand around the two of them as 
they slipped and slid, unable to do any more than 


hold on. But even just that felt so good, both the 


giving and receiving of the touch, sharing the 
touch. 

Kit gasped when he felt Raine reach out to 

cup his hand, like a small embrace. With his other 
arm, Raine circled Kit’s waist and pulled him 
closer, to kiss and lick his chest. Joo good, almost 
too good. Kit leaned down, sliding his free hand 
around the back of Raine’s head to pull him up as 
Kit bent down. Kissing. Raine kissed like he had 
fire in his blood about to burst out of him. So much 
control and so much passion under it. Best kisser 
Kit ever met. 

Kit came quite suddenly, throwing his head 

back and giving a strangled-off cry of ecstasy. 
Raine followed quickly, climaxing while Kit was 
still over him, spine arched, hair in a wave down 
his back. His cum spurted on Kit’s belly and chest, 
warm and sticky and wonderful. 

Kit flopped at last as his ecstasy ebbed and 


fell forward into Raine’s arms, holding him tight, 


safe, and warm. 

“God, Dan, every time, | Swear it’s—” 

“Shh!” Raine hissed suddenly, head turning to 
look at the potted plants screening their little 
haven. “I hear someone.” 

Kit looked too. Did he see shadows moving? 

So what if he did? Anyone coming to take a look 
after hearing the sounds they’d been making had no 
cause to be shocked. Raine looked back, and the 
pleasure had gone from his face, worry replacing 
it. 

“Um, we maybe shouldn’t have...” he said. 

“We can move to your cabin, if you like.” 
“Should have done that ten minutes ago.” 

“Hah! If we’d tried, you’d have ended up 

nailing me right in a corridor.” 

Raine scowled and moved, forcing Kit to get 

off him. He rose, zipping up. “Some of us have a 
thing called self-control.” 


Kit didn’t like the chill in those words. 


“Really? Tell me when you find yours.” 

Chapter Fifteen 

“This is not acceptable.” Preston glared at 

Captain Dryden, and Raine’s fists itched to put the 
bastard down. He’d better not. The captain 
wouldn't like blood on her meeting room floor. 
“We'll arrive at Saira fifteen days behind 
schedule.” 

“And my company is prepared to pay the 

penalty fees,” Dryden said, staying calm, not rising 
to him. “Fifteen days is only three days into the 
penalty period.” 

“The ship is travelling at only sixty-seven 


percent of its sustainable speed. If you speed up 


” 


“Mr. Preston, do you understand the concept 

of a convoy and that it can only travel at the speed 
of the slowest ship?” Her voice sounded innocent 
of sarcasm, but Preston bristled anyway. 


“Then pull ahead of the convoy.” 


The captain rubbed her forehead and sighed. 

She caught Raine’s eye when she looked up again, 
and he saw her exasperation. 

“You want us to pull ahead of the convoy and 

the escort, leaving us alone and defenseless? If we 
do that, your ore might never get to Saira at all.” 
“There’s been no pirate activity reported in 

the sectors between here and Saira for the past six 
months,” Sullivan put in. She had the contract open 
on her Link, though Raine felt sure she had it 
memorized. 

“But there’s been a major operation against 

piracy in a neighboring sector recently,” Dryden 
said. “So they'll be looking for somewhere 

quieter. Somewhere people will be careless 
because they think it’s safe.” 

“Speculation,” Preston said with a dismissive 
wave. “They might move into any other sector.” 

“If they want to steal space dust,” Raine said. 


“If they want to steal valuable cargoes, they'll 


move into this one and wait for an unguarded ship 
to come by.” 

Preston gave him a “who are you again?” 

look. “Why would pirates steal millions of 

kilotons of raw and processed ore?” he asked. 

“It’s hardly easily sold or transported.” 

“The ship is carrying plenty of other cargo 

and stores,” Raine said. “All in bolt-on containers 
they could detach and tow away. We’re a tempting 
target.” 

“Agreed,” Dryden said. “They might even 

take the entire ship as a prize, not only the cargo.” 
“They'd have to have an army. There are 
hundreds of people aboard.” 

Raine almost jumped in with his opinion of 

what he thought of the idea of the ore workers 
defending the ship against boarders, but the captain 
beat him to the punch. 

“I can name five ways to neutralize the 


people in the ore plant without even thinking about 


it,” she said. “Give me a few minutes and it will 

be ten. I’m sorry, Mr. Preston; | don’t consider 
your factory workers to be an effective defense 
force against boarders.” 

“No, that’s Mr. Raine’s job,” Sullivan said, 

glancing up from her contract. “If he isn’t too busy 
keeping a close watch on your stowaway.” She 
and Preston exchanged a smirk, and Raine bristled. 
Dammit, they even gossiped about him in the ore 
plant? 

“I will not put my ship and crew in danger 

just to avoid three days’ worth of penalty fees.” 
Dryden's tone said, Captain has spoken. 
Argument is over. Back in Raine’s army days, if 

an officer had spoken in that tone, not a man or 
woman would have said another word but would 
have gone and carried out the orders with all 
speed. But Preston spoke. 

“If the escort is the sticking point, then I'll 


contact Commodore Wright and see what can be 


arranged.” 

Dryden didn’t like it. Raine saw her eyes 

narrow. The ore-plant manager dealing directly 
with the escort was not the protocol. But he 
suspected that as a Chindran she didn’t mind the 
idea of a grubby bean counter like Preston 
bothering Commodore Wright. 

“Go ahead,” she said. “He'll tell you it’s 

entirely out of the questions. Are we done?” 
They were done. Preston and Sullivan left, 

and the captain waved Raine back into his chair as 
he rose too. 

“I think you’d better start drawing up some 

plans and running drills for repelling boarders, 
Chief.” 

“Ma’am, you can’t believe Commodore 

Wright would agree. He would never go along 
with something so risky.” 

“Even the commodore has a boss. As we do, 


as Mr. Preston does. If it goes over all our heads 


to those bosses, they'll work out a compromise, 
and we'll have to do what they say. So let’s hope 
for the best, but prepare for the worst.” 

“Yes, Captain, l'Il get to work on it right 

away.” No harm in preparing. It would keep his 
people busy. 

“Give me a progress report in two days.” 

He expected a dismissal then, but instead she 
put down her Link and sat back in her chair. 
“Since I’ve got you here, could | have a few 
words on a personal note?” 

The words were ominous, despite her smile. 

Hell. She was going to talk about him and Kit. His 
hands began to sweat inside his gloves, and he 
took them off. 

“Chief.” She leaned on the table, hands 

locked in front of her. “Generally, | wouldn’t have 
a word to say about the personal life of one of my 
crew as long as it wasn’t interfering with their 


work.” 


And 

his 

was? 

Was 

he 

distracted? 

Compromising security by fraternizing with a 
stowaway? He believed Kit’s story, but what if he 
was wrong? What if Kit was lying and here to 
make trouble for the ship? 

“There’s been a complaint about some 
inappropriate activity between you and Mr. Miller 
on the observation deck a couple of nights ago.” 
If at that moment the ship had exploded, or the 
bulkhead had collapsed and ejected him into 
Space, Raine would have considered it a blessed 
relief. His blush started in his toes and roared up 
through his body. He feared his hair might catch 
fire. 


“Captain, I’m so sorry. We got carried away 


and—” He stopped when she raised a hand. 

“I understand, Chief. You’re not the first 

person I’ve had to say this to. Though | never 
imagined I'd say it to you. I’m not telling you to 
stop seeing Mr. Miller. Your personal life is your 
business, and | don’t think he’s up to any 
mischief.” She stopped, chuckled. “At least not 
malicious mischief. Just try to stay discreet. The 
obs deck is a public space.” 

What the hell had he been thinking? Where 

had his mind been? It had been nowhere. Lost in a 
haze of desire for his beautiful Kit, the man he 
loved. The loss of control had been frightening, not 
thrilling the way it had been that time in the cooler. 
It had felt like stepping outside himself and 
watching a madman in control of his body. 

Sex on the obs deck! After all the times he’d 
laughed about others doing it and pitied them their 
lack of self-control. He was no better than any of 


them. Worse. Caught with his pants down with a 


stowaway, not even a real member of the crew. 
“Ma’am, | swear on my honor this will never 
happen again.” 

She looked startled at the strongly worded 

and forcefully delivered pledge. 

“Discretion, Chief. That’s all I’m asking for. 

You have a perfectly good cabin for your 
exclusive use.” 

Yes, he’d left Kit down there in the bed when 

he came up here for the meeting. Kit stretching 
luxuriously, arching his spine, catlike. He’d be 
gone by the time Raine went back there. 

Soon he'd be gone entirely. When they 

reached Saira, Kit would leave. With the 
authorities or escaping, he’d be gone. And this 
madness would fade like a dream. Raine would be 
back to normal, under control. The thing he’d 
started to dread—the end of the voyage—suddenly 
looked like his salvation. But it was weeks away 


yet. He had to take action before then. 


When Dryden dismissed him, he paused in the 
corridor and brought up the live data from Kit’s 
tracker. Galley. He’d be doing lunch cleanup. 
Raine had better wait until Kit finished work 
before he talked to him. But straight away after 
that, no shilly-shallying. 
So Kit would have time to recover before his 
next shift—after Raine broke up with him. 

* k 
“Your boyfriend’s waiting for you, Kit,” 
Gracie said with a grin, bringing her broom back 
in from sweeping the mess deck. 
“Raine?” Kit looked up from loading the mug 
rack of the dishwasher. 
“Of course | mean Raine. How many 
boyfriends do you have?” 
“One’s enough work for me. He'll have to 
wait. l'Il be another few minutes.” 
“He looks kind of funny.” 


“Now, Gracie, none of us can help the way 


we're made.” 

“Oh, you pest.” She stowed the broom in its 
closet and came to help Kit finish loading. “I mean 
he looks, | don’t know, rattled about something.” 
Kit frowned. He’d wanted to tease Raine by 
making him wait a few minutes, but her words 
made him change his mind. Had something upset 
Raine? Nobody upset his man and got away with 
it. Kit would...what, exactly, he didn’t know, but 
he would think of something. 

“Go on,” Gracie said before Kit even spoke. 

“I'll finish here. Go see what’s bothering him.” 
“He’s probably upset because it’s nearly four 
hours since he last saw me.” He dried his hands 
and found himself a fresh apron, tossing the damp 
and dirty one he wore into the hamper. “He gets 
jittery if he goes too long without his regular dose 
of Miller.” 

Ducking the sponge Gracie tossed at him, he 


headed out of the galley into the mess, where 


Raine sat at one of the tables. Raine didn’t even 
have a mug of coffee in front of him, just waiting 
there and looking—as Gracie put it—rattled. 

“You okay, sexy?” Kit said, smiling, hoping 

for a smile in response. He got none. “Did the 
meeting go badly?” He knew Raine had been 
attending a meeting with the creeps from the ore 
plant. “Don’t tell me, Preston said something 
especially insulting to the captain and you’ve 
challenged him to single combat.” Still no smile. 
Raine stood up. 

“We need to talk. Come with me.” 

Shit. This couldn’t be good. Raine strode out 

so fast Kit had to run to catch him up. 

“What’s wrong? Tell me! Did | do 

something? Go somewhere | shouldn’t?” His 
conscience was clear with regard to anything that 
would bother Raine in his incarnation as security 
chief. Something personal, then? 


“Not here.” 


It must be something personal, because Raine 

led the way toward his quarters, not the security 
office. Kit racked his brains to think what he could 
have done to upset Raine. Flirted with someone? 
Couldn’t be that; Kit flirted with everyone. If 

Raine got all scowly over it, he’d have developed 
new permanent frown lines since they met. 

They reached the quarters. Raine looked 

around the room and gave a sigh. Kit had made 
some effort to clean up before he left, but he’d 
been running late, and his attempt to make the bed 
clearly didn’t come up to Raine’s standards. A 
towel he’d left draped on the back of a chair was 
picked up in a marked manner and returned to the 
bathroom. 

Kit began to sweat, not from nerves but 

because he’d at least remembered to turn up the 
heat to Raine’s preferred setting of “fucking 
ridiculous” before he’d left. With Raine in this 


mood, he didn’t even think of starting his usual 


striptease. 

“Tell me,” he demanded when Raine came 

back out of the bathroom without the offending 
towel. “What’s this about?” 

“We have to stop seeing each other. Right 

now, | mean. Not after we dock at Saira.” 

Kit gaped. The heat must be affecting his 

brain. He couldn’t have heard that, could he? 
Raine was going to accuse him of stealing 
something or accessing some off-limits area or 
trying to get someplace on the ship’s network. But 
he couldn’t possibly have said they had to stop 
seeing each other right now. 

“I don’t think | heard you right.” It was a lame 
comeback but a desperate one. Let me be wrong. 
Let me be mishearing. 

“Yes, you did. We have to stop what we're 

doing. I’m sorry to spring it on you like this. | 
don’t know how else to tell you.” 


“Don’t tell me at all. Or tell me you’re 


kidding. What the hell are you talking about?” 

“I can’t see you anymore. Our relationship is 
entirely inappropriate.” He spoke in a horrible, 
flat, neutral tone. 

“Has someone reinserted that stick in your 

ass?” 

He intended to provoke a response, but the 
question caused no more than a muscle spasm in 
Raine’s cheek. He’d closed down. Frozen Kit out. 
Frozen? Some chance. Kit was sweating hard and 
didn’t know if he could blame only the heat. 

“My seeing you is a threat to the safety of this 
ship,” Raine said. 

“I thought we got past all that bullshit.” 

“We did. We shouldn’t have.” 

“Dammit!” Kit flew at Raine, grabbed his 

arms, shook him—tried to shake him. “Stop it. 
Come back outta there, Raine. Dan! Tell me what’s 
happened.” 


“I can’t be around you, Kit. You make me... 


crazy.” 

The smallest touch of a crack in his voice. A 

crack Kit should try to wriggle into and widen. But 
the words only made him angry, and he screwed up 
the tiny chance. 

“| make you? Don’t make this my fault.” 

“Okay, I’m sorry. | don’t blame you. My 

attraction to you makes me behave unacceptably, 
and it has to stop.” 

“Your attraction! You said you loved me.” 

And he’d said it back. Felt it. Put himself in 
Raine’s power. And paid the price. 

“I will admit I’ve been infatuated. But we 

have nothing in common. This is only an intense 
sexual attraction. Nothing more.” 

“What the fuck does it matter whether we 

have anything in common? You know what you 
feel. You’re lying to yourself.” 

“| don’t think so.” He stayed so cold. His 


arms were at his side, and he seemed to be 


oblivious to Kit’s hands on them. 

Kit wanted to pinch him or scratch him, 

anything to make him react. But that would be 
undignified. So would kissing him or grabbing his 
cock. Fear swept over Kit. Raine wasn’t backing 
down. He meant this. At least, he meant to break 
up with Kit. Whether he meant any of the rest, who 
could say? Kit didn’t believe it, but he couldn’t 
Shake the truth out of Raine. 

But Raine did love him; he felt sure of it. 

He’d got some kind of bug up his ass about 
something. Kit lost the fear and felt the anger 
surging in him. What had made him change like 
this? 

“Why? Why now? What’s made you suddenly 
decide this? We’ve been acting unacceptably for 
weeks. Why are you only just trying to end it?” 
“Because it’s gone too far.” 

Because he was falling in love, he must mean. 


Falling in love with someone who couldn’t stay 


with him. He was ending it today to take the pain 
sooner rather than later, when it would be worse. 
“Dan, please, | know there’s no long-term 

future for us. But we can enjoy the time we have. 
Make some good memories. Don’t end it now 
because you're scared of how much it will hurt 
later. Please give us this time.” 

Raine reached up and put his hands on Kit’s 
arms. Gently, firmly, he pushed Kit away. 

“No.” 

Just “no.” Not even a sorry. The heat struck 

Kit, and suddenly he couldn’t get a breath. He 
swayed and saw concern appear on Raine’s face. 
“Are you Okay?” 

“No, I’m not fucking okay!” But he wouldn’t 

let Raine think he was about to swoon over him, 
prostrate with despair because he didn’t get to 
screw the stupid bastard anymore. “It’s like a 
fucking furnace in here; | can’t breathe.” 


Raine reached for him, but Kit stepped back. 


“Don’t touch me! You never get to touch me again. 
And Warner does all the check-ins, or someone 
else. Anyone but you.” His voice came close to 
hysterical. His head spun. 

“That’s a good idea anyway,” Raine said, his 

voice calm, cool, infuriating. “For both of us.” 
“Fuck you all the way to Hades, you cold- 

blooded bastard.” Kit could have screamed it. He 
felt close to doing so, but his voice barely rose 
above a whisper, and it matched Raine’s for ice. 
Raine nodded as if Kit had confirmed 

something for him. He spoke again, even calmer, 
even more infuriating. 

“I think you should go.” 

Kit went. The cool air of the corridors felt icy 

after the heat of Raine’s cabin. He walked, barely 
looking where he was going, taking corners 
randomly, not caring if he went someplace he 
shouldn’t. It didn’t matter. He didn’t care. Let them 


toss him in the brig. Force Raine to look at him 


every day. Unable to avoid him, but unable to 
touch him either. 

His eyes were hot, his throat choked, and he 
despised the weakness in himself. He wouldn’t 

cry. He would not cry. Because Raine wouldn’t be 
crying. Too macho and too cold-blooded. 

He reached the end of a corridor and found 
himself at the door to an elevator. He didn’t touch 
the call button, just stood looking at the closed 
door. Remembering. The elevator. The kiss. 
Infatuation, Raine had called it. Attraction. And 
nothing more. It had started with the elevator kiss, 
turned into more, and they’d tried to convince 
themselves it would pass. Would burn out in a few 
days. Weeks. Months. So far it hadn’t, not for Kit. 
What if it had for Raine? What if the whole 
exchange of / love you had made him take a step 
back and realize there wasn’t any more to this than 
Sex? 


Kit gasped when the elevator let out a ping, 


and the doors opened. Jon Parker stopped when he 
saw Kit. He faltered for a second and then came 
out of the elevator and reached back to keep the 
doors from closing. 

“Are you getting on?” 

“T,..N0. Sorry. Just.” Words choked off, and 

Parker looked at him with concern. He let the door 
go and moved to touch Kit’s arm. 

“Are you Okay?” 

One of those coded questions, Kit thought. It 
meant “I know you’re not okay, want to tell me 
why?” 

Did he want to tell Parker why? Why not? 

The guy was nice enough, and he wanted Kit. He’d 
be...easy. Easy, perhaps, to talk into helping Kit 
figure a way to escape from Saira. Clearly Raine’s 
offer of help had been withdrawn, but they were 
weeks away from the end of their voyage; more 
than enough time to wrap Parker around his little 


finger. Kit could be very persuasive. He could 


start right away. Parker wore civvies, gym clothes, 
so he must be off duty. Kit had hours before he had 
to go back to the galley. 

He gave Parker a weak smile, and Parker 

returned it with an encouraging one. His hand on 
Kit’s arm felt reassuring, not intrusive, and his 
expression of concern seemed genuine. The guy 
clearly had the kind of warm heart Raine lacked. A 
man with a warm heart who also wanted to get into 
his pants? Kit could make him a slave. 

He allowed his control to slip enough to let 

tears well in his eyes. They were real, the pain of 
Raine’s sudden rejection still shredding his heart. 
But they were strategic too. A move on the 
chessboard. And they worked. 

“Hey,” Parker said. “It’s okay. Do you want 

to talk about it? Is it the chief? Did you two have a 
fight?” 

“It’s over with him. I...l’m...fine. | guess | 


should get out of your hair.” He made a move 


toward the elevator, but Parker’s hand on his arm 
stopped him. 

“You’re not in my hair, Kit. If you want to 

talk...” He made a gesture back down the corridor, 
toward the officers’ cabins. Kit waited. He 
counted—one, two—and on three, he spoke. 
“Okay.” 

Chapter Sixteen 

“Sorry to call you all here on short notice,” 

Dryden said as the senior officers took their seats 
for an emergency staff meeting right after 
breakfast. “But you need to hear this immediately.” 
Raine had a horrible suspicion he knew what 

she was about to tell them. 

“I’ve had a directive from head office 

ordering me to comply with the ore company’s 
request. We’ll be increasing our speed to make our 
deadline for arrival at Saira.” She waited out the 
stir of voices and protests around the table, then 


raised a hand to bring the officers to order. “l 


know. | feel the same. Commodore Wright has 
agreed to allow one escort ship to keep pace with 
us. If we should come under attack, it will buy us 
time for other escort vessels to arrive.” 

“And in the meantime, we're at the mercy of 
pirates,” Quinn, the chief engineer, said bitterly. 
“Chief Raine is already drawing up plans for 

our defense against boarding parties.” 

“You expect us to fight pirates?” Jalota stared 

at the captain. “Will you be issuing us cutlasses?” 
“You won't be asked to fight,” Raine said. 

“All noncombatants will be designated places of 
safety to hole up in.” 

“Anyone with military experience should feel 

free to volunteer to assist the chief,” the captain 
said. Raine nodded, not entirely happy at the idea 
—she’d probably volunteer herself, and how was 
he supposed to argue with her? 

“We'll be glad of the help.” A corporate sort 


of lie. Kit would be proud of him—if Kit didn’t 


hate his guts. As it had many times over the last 
two days, guilt stabbed through him as he 
remembered the pain on Kit’s face. It had 
weakened Raine’s resolve, but somehow he’d 
found his strength. He should be proud of regaining 
the control he thought he’d lost. He should be. But 
how could he be when he’d caused someone he 
loved so much pain? 

No, not love. Infatuation based on an 

especially strong sexual attraction. Nothing more. 
He’d been strong when he broke off with Kit, and 
he’d stayed strong. He’d even resisted checking 
out Kit’s tracker data, even though he desperately 
wanted to know if Kit had been back to officer 
country, because Jon Parker kept giving Raine a 
look he could only call triumphant. What if Kit 
had...? It didn’t matter. Kit could go with 
whomever he wanted to. 

But he might have gone to Parker to extract 


from him the same offer Raine had made, to help 


him escape. And so what if he had? Kit wouldn’t 
try to escape before the hearing; he’d keep his 
promise to Gracie. After the hearing, he’d stop 
being Raine’s problem. If Parker wanted to risk 
arrest for helping a prisoner escape, that was his 
problem. Raine shouldn’t care. 

Shouldn’t, but he did. Because the thought Kit 
and Parker might have slept together made Raine 
want to drag Parker over the table and beat the shit 
out of him. He hated himself for such a stupid, 
vicious reaction, no better than his lack of control 
around Kit. Worse. Violent impulses were much 
less acceptable than not being able to rein in his 
libido around someone as eager as him. 

“Chief?” Dryden interrupted his thoughts, and 

he turned from looking—to be honest, glowering— 
at Parker and tried to recall what she’d been 
saying. Parker smirked when the captain frowned 
at Raine. 


“| said, could you please take us through the 


plans you’ve made so far.” 
“Yes, Captain, sorry.” He pulled out his Link 
and brought up the plans, projecting them onto the 
meeting room’s video screen. 
The Link only increased Raine’s frustration, 
because he knew he could get at Kit’s tracker data 
using it. A few taps and he’d know where Kit had 
gone after he left Raine’s cabin after the breakup 
and everywhere he’d been since. 
But he wouldn’t look. Even after the meeting 
ended, he would not look. 

x OK OK 
Kit came into the security section for his daily 
check-in with Warner. He wondered if she’d take 
long to become suspicious about Raine not doing 
any of them anymore. All routine and she ran 
through it quick enough. No questions about the 
time he spent in officer country. She must assume 
he was with Raine. She assumed wrong. 


“The chefs are doing that lemon-chicken thing 


you like for lunch.” He forced on a smile. It came 
hard. “Don’t be late.” 

“I won't. You can go.” 

Kit left the office and headed for the bunk 

room to take a nap—or at least to lie down and 
brood. He’d see Parker later, probably after 

dinner, and they’d be up late. Some preemptive 
rest was a good idea. 

Parker had surprised him when he’d taken Kit 

back to his cabin after the breakup with Raine. 
Expecting a pass, Kit had been disconcerted when 
Parker instead made him some soothing herbal tea. 
Baffled but emotionally wrung out, he’d fallen 
asleep until Parker woke him in time for dinner 
mess. He left with an invitation to come back after 
dinner if he wanted to talk some more. 

When he’d arrived late in the galley, Gracie 

made some teasing comments about Raine keeping 
him busy. He hadn’t contradicted her. She’d know 


soon enough. And she’d kill him dead on the spot. 


He reached the bunk room, stepped inside, 

and stopped. Fuck. Raine. What did he want? He 
was standing talking to a couple of the guys, but he 
turned to look at Kit. “Look” hardly described it. 
Death stare might be more accurate. Ignoring him, 
Kit went back to his bunk and started brushing his 
hair, frizzy from the heat in the kitchen. 

“You need to keep your bunk tidier.” 

He froze at the sound of Raine’s voice but 

didn’t turn. After a moment, he resumed brushing. 
“What is this? Inspection?” 

“Yes. And | expect you to adhere to the same 
standards as the rest of your bunkmates.” 

The bunk area could be considered a tad 

messy, but this wasn’t the damn military—a point 
he’d made to Raine more than once. But what 
Chief Stick-up-the-ass wanted, he got. 

Without a word, Kit swept everything from 

his shelves or lying on the bunk into a drawer. He 


dropped the hairbrush in too. A twitch straightened 


up the bedclothes by a minimal amount. It certainly 
wouldn’t pass any actual inspection, and Raine 
frowned at it and appeared to be about to say 
something. But he stopped when Kit gave a 
Slapdash and mocking salute before marching out 
of the room. 
The door closing cut off the tense silence he 
left behind him. Shit, that had been tantamount to 
making an announcement. Everyone on the damn 
ship would soon know Kit and Raine were broken 
up. So he’d better go tell Gracie before she heard 
it from someone else. 
Not a good idea to give her a reason to kill 
him harder. 

x OK OX 
Raine could hear them. He felt sure of it. Just 
as he felt sure he couldn’t hear them. Parker’s 
cabin was several doors away from Raine’s. No 
matter how good Raine’s ears were, he couldn’t 


hear Parker and Kit fucking in there. 


But he knew. After Kit had so openly 

challenged his authority in the bunk room, Raine 
suddenly couldn’t stop himself checking the tracker 
data. Over and over, he’d checked it all day. So he 
knew. 

The lack of control made him feel like a 

massive jerk, even a pervert, lying here in the 
dark, imagining Kit and Parker together. Again and 
again, he told himself he had no right to be jealous, 
no right to complain about Kit seeing someone else 
—he’d initiated the breakup, after all. He had no 
right to lie here boiling with jealousy. 

This is nuts, he thought, eyes wide open, bed 
covers thrown off, his usual room temperature 
feeling too hot tonight. Not being with Kit had 
started making him as crazy as being with Kit had. 
He found his Link in the darkness by feel, and 

its glow dazzled him when he turned it on. The 
time was 0048. Again, he couldn’t stop himself. 


He tapped through to the live tracker data. Kit was 


indeed still in officer country. 

Raine watched for a while. After a few 

minutes, he decided to turn it off and try again to 
sleep, when the blue dot on screen began to move. 
It wasn’t a smooth movement, rather an updating 
every few seconds. And it had a short delay, so by 
the time he was seeing Kit leaving, he was 
probably close to the security bunk room. He 
hadn’t spent a whole night at Parker’s so far. 
Hadn’t “moved in” the way he’d come close to 
doing with Raine, until Raine had come to his 
senses. 

Good joke. He felt more out of control than 

ever. 

If he had come to his senses, he’d be sleeping 
peacefully, not watching a blue dot and picturing 
Kit slipping through the quiet corridors, arriving in 
the bunk room and undressing for bed. He’d tie his 
hair back out of the way in a long tail down his 


back. Raine had never tired of stroking his hands 


through Kit’s hair. 

If he’d come to his senses, he certainly 

wouldn’t get up, don some sweat pants and a T- 
shirt, and walk on bare feet to Parker’s door and 
lean on the buzzer. 

Parker appeared at the door, wearing a long 
bathrobe and a grumpy, half-asleep frown. 
“What the hell? Do you know it’s the middle 

of the night?” 

“We need to talk.” 

“Not at this time we don’t. Are you crazy?” 
“Now.” He didn’t threaten, but he made it 

clear he wasn’t leaving. After a moment, Parker 
sighed and stepped back, letting Raine in. Perhaps 
he didn’t want a scene in the corridor. Raine 
shouldn’t want one either, but he had to say his 
piece. Goose bumps rose on his arms and 
shoulders, the room much too cold, especially for 
his feet, even on the carpet. He ignored it. 


The rumpled sheets of the bed Kit had so 


recently quit enraged Raine, and he fought to 
maintain his control. He hadn’t come here to 
assault Parker. 

“Spit it out, for God’s sake,” Parker said. “| 

want to get some sleep.” 

“You have to stop seeing Kit.” 

“Oh, do I?” 

“I’m saying this as the security chief.” Parker 
snorted, but Raine went on. “He intends to escape 
after the Taylor hearing, and he’s trying to recruit 
you to help him.” 

“You know, you'd think you’d at least try a 
different story this time. I’m not falling for that 
again. You wanted him for yourself the first time 
you said this, and nothing has changed.” He poured 
himself a glass of water and drank it all. “It won’t 
work, Chief. Even if | stopped seeing him, he 
won’t go back to you. You screwed up. He’d never 
take you back.” 


“If he thinks he could persuade me to help 


him escape, then he’d take me back.” 

“Lovely sentiment. You certainly have a low 
opinion of someone you’re supposedly in love 
with.” 

“I’m not in love with him!” His shout made 
Parker flinch ever so slightly, and Raine stepped 
back, increasing the distance between them, 
ashamed of even an implied threat to a fellow 
officer. 

“So | guess you were using him, then.” 

“And you aren’t? You moved pretty fast to get 
him into your cabin after | split up with him.” 
“That’s none of your business. And | haven’t 
made him any promises. | don’t know what his 
plans are when we get to Saira, but | haven’t told 
him l'Il help him escape. And | haven't told him | 
love him, because I’m not a liar.” 

Raine left, unable to stay another second— 
otherwise he’d have knocked Parker out and then 


gone and thrown himself in the brig. Parker must 


have been watching him, because Raine didn’t 
hear the door close right away. But he resisted the 
temptation to look back and in a second heard the 
sound of the door swishing closed. 

It took him three attempts to enter his door 

code correctly, between his whirling brain and his 
Shaking hands. Inside, he dropped onto his bunk in 
the dark and groaned. He’d have to request a 
transfer when they got to Saira. He couldn’t be 
around Parker any more. Couldn’t trust himself. 
Parker had every right to make a complaint to the 
captain about Raine going to his cabin at an 
ungodly hour and threatening him over sexual 
rivalry. It didn’t get any more unprofessional. 

Still cold from Parker’s cabin and the 

corridor and from the drying sweat of his surging, 
wasted rage, he wrapped himself tight in his 
blankets and wondered if he could be losing his 
mind. Love screwed with your head. But he 


couldn’t be in love with Kit, or he’d have defied 


even the captain for him. That’s what the stories 
said; with your lover at your side, you had the 
strength to defy the whole world, and nothing 
could make you part willingly. 

Nothing. Not even an order from your 
commanding officer. 

She hadn’t ordered him to break up with Kit, 
though. But he’d seen his duty plainly and chosen it 
over Kit. Which proved it wasn’t love, because 
love conquered all, made you abandon all you held 
dear if you had to. Raine hadn’t abandoned his 
duty or his honor for Kit, which logically meant he 
didn’t love Kit. 

Logic couldn’t keep him from wanting to 

pound his head into the wall. 

Chapter Seventeen 

“The chief came to see me last night.” 

Kit raised his head from its comfortable spot 

on Parker’s shoulder. 


“What? When?” 


“After you left. | say last night, it was this 

morning. Just after one. What an asshole.” 

Kit laid his head down again and sighed. “I’m 

sorry. You shouldn’t have to put up with his crap.” 
“Not your fault.” Parker pulled him closer, 

naked bodies pressed together, no problems of one 
of them being too hot or too cold. 

“What did he say?” 

“Told me | should break up with you because 
you’re only using me. Same as before. | guess | can 
understand how much he regrets letting you get 
away.” 

Kit smiled at the flattery and trailed his 

fingers along Parker’s collarbones, raising goose 
bumps. But the smile hid a bitter taste in his mouth. 
Parker didn’t believe Raine; he chose to trust Kit. 
But he didn’t understand Kit the way Raine did. 

Kit had only come to him for help escaping. Done 
what he always did—found a more powerful and 


influential man than himself who could help his 


cause. Raine knew it. The bastard. 

Bastard? Kit was a bigger one. Where Raine 

acted out of crazy jealousy, Kit stayed cold and 
rational, acting out of pure self-interest. 

Yet Parker trusted him. 

He sat up in bed, pulling out of Parker’s arms. 

It wasn’t enough. Parker touched his back gently, 
and Kit at once scrambled off the bed to get away 
from the touch. 

“What’s wrong?” Parker asked. 

“I have to go.” Kit gathered up his clothes 

from the floor and began dressing quickly. 

“What? Why?” Parker leaned up on one 

elbow. “It’s early, not even 2300. You can stay the 
night if you want.” 

God, no. He couldn’t lie in Parker’s arms all 

night like a lover. They were not lovers. 

“I have to go,” Kit repeated. He picked up his 
shoes. “I won’t be back. I’m sorry. This isn’t 


working out.” 


Parker sat up, swung his legs out of the bed. 
“What are you talking about? Not working how?” 
“Sorry.” Kit didn’t put the shoes on. No time 

to spare. Had to end this before it became a 
horrible scene. “Don’t ask why. Just be glad.” 
“Glad?” 

“Yes. Good-bye.” 

He ran out the door, still carrying his shoes. 

The metal deck chilled his bare feet, but he didn’t 
stop to put on his shoes. If Parker wanted to come 
after Kit, he’d have to put some clothes on first, so 
Kit made the most of the few minutes he had. He 
reached the elevator without hearing anyone 
coming after him. 

The elevator arrived, and he stepped in. It 

awaited his command. Where now? The thought of 
slinking back to his bunk so early and suffering the 
curious glances of his bunkmates dismayed him. 
He set the elevator to take him to the 


observation deck. 


x OK OK 


Raine tried listening to music to block out the 
sounds he couldn’t hear, but it didn’t help. He kept 
thinking he could just detect the sounds of Kit and 
Parker, and if he lowered the volume, their voices 
—moans, cries of pleasure—would suddenly be 
loud and clear. 

So he couldn’t stay in his cabin. Nor his 

office, not all night when he wasn’t on duty. The 
nightshift kept looking at him funny. Instead he 
found himself having a late session pounding the 
treadmill in the blessedly empty gym. Perhaps he 
could wear himself out, and exhaustion would let 
him sleep. 

But he couldn’t leave his Link behind—he 

had to be contactable—and the Link had access to 
the tracker data. Which meant he got to torture 
himself by looking at the blue dot in officer 
country. In Parker’s cabin. 


When it started to move, Raine slowed the 


treadmill to walking pace and picked up the Link. 
He glanced at the time. Barely 2300. Earlier than 
Kit had left before. He watched the Link, trying not 
to picture Kit instead of the blue dot. A blue dot 
didn’t have narrow hips, long legs, glossy hair, 
and a gorgeous ass. Its movement was a jerky 
blink, not the confident grace of the man it 
represented. It couldn’t give Raine a smile full of 
mischief and invitation. 

Not picturing Kit wasn’t going well. 

The dot blinked on past the bunk rooms and 
moved on forward, then up a deck. The 
observation deck. Raine couldn’t help but picture 
Kit under the starlight. He put the Link down and 
upped the treadmill’s speed. He’d been checking 
only for the sake of security, he told himself. Doing 
his job keeping an eye on their stowaway. Call it a 
spot check. He smiled. A dot check. Kit was on the 
observation deck, a section he was allowed to be 


in, so while he stayed there, Raine had no more 


reason for concern. He glanced at the Link several 
times. Kit remained on the obs deck. 

When Raine finally had enough of running, he 
showered, dried off, then checked the Link one 
more time, one last time, he swore to himself. The 
dot was still on the observation deck. Nearly forty- 
five minutes. He put it down again and picked up 
his clothes. 

Once dressed, he picked up the Link again. 

He should put it in his pocket. He shouldn’t look. 
He looked. The blue dot hadn’t moved. Raine 
pictured Kit’s gray eyes, dark in the dimness of the 
obs deck but glinting with the reflected light of the 
Stars. 

He was going up there. He didn’t even have 

to decide. His feet simply carried him there when 
he left the gym. But they faltered when he 
approached the entrance. 

What if Kit wasn’t alone? 


It should have occurred to him before. He’d 


seen the dot and pictured Kit there by himself. But 
there could be twenty people with him. He could 
be throwing a party and there'd still only be the 
one blue dot. 

Twenty people or just one. Parker. Gazing at 

the stars together, kissing, perhaps in the alcove 
where Raine and Kit had been so...indiscreet. 
Raine almost turned around and walked away 
again, the picture in his mind making him too 
unspeakably angry to risk going in there. If he 
found Parker and Kit even kissing, he feared he’d 
lose control and do something appalling. 

But he took a breath, suppressed the picture 

of himself punching Parker in the face, and walked 
Slowly to the entrance. It had no door to disturb the 
peaceful haven inside, only a couple of turns to 
Shield the dark obs deck from the lighted corridor. 
No noise, so the hypothetical party probably 
wasn’t going on. Raine strained his ears for any 


other sounds, of the variety two people alone 


together might make. He heard none. 

He rounded the corner that would take him 

into the dark space and paused to let his eyes 
adjust. Someone sat there on a padded bench in the 
center of the room. The long hair loose down his 
back told Raine it was Kit. He was about to step 
inside and speak when he noticed Kit’s position. 
Knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them, head 
down. His shoulders shook. This close, Raine 

could hear the sound of quiet sobs. 

He froze. If he could split in two, one half of 

him would be there in an instant, holding Kit, 
telling him he would stop the pain and nothing 
would hurt Kit again without coming through Raine 
first. The other half would be walking away fast, 
feeling like an intruder on private anguish. He’d 
thrown away his right to offer Kit comfort. He 

could only embarrass and humiliate him by going 
in there. 


For a few seconds, the two halves cancelled 


each other out, gluing him to the spot. But the 
reluctant intruder won. He turned away and 

walked out silently, hoping Kit hadn’t noticed him. 
He got as far as the elevator and had even 

pressed the call button when the other half made a 
counter attack. Go to him! it ordered. He needs 
you! Raine’s pride had caused this. Made them 

both miserable. Humiliated at falling below his 
personal high standards, he’d overreacted when 
the captain reminded him to be discreet. She hadn’t 
told him to break up with Kit, yet every day since 
then, a part of his mind had been trying to convince 
him she had. So he could blame her and justify his 
hasty and cruel actions. 

Go to him. 

Raine fought the compulsion. He couldn’t 

stand this lack of control. He couldn’t stand feeling 
as if he had no say over where his feet carried him, 
which elevator button he pressed. Couldn’t stand 


the constant urge to check the tracker data. This 


had 
gone 
way 
beyond 
unprofessional 
to 
pathological. Dishonorable. 
He realized the elevator door stood open in 
front of him, the empty car waiting for him. 
Perhaps the same car where he’d first met Kit. And 
first lost control of himself. He was no stronger 
now. Weaker, in fact. 
As Raine turned to walk back to the 
observation deck, the elevator door closed on an 
empty car, its journey wasted. 
x OK OK 
Kit scrubbed his sleeve across his eyes and 
face when he heard someone come in. He expected 
it to be Parker but instead saw a bulkier shape in 


the shadows by the door. Parker couldn’t know 


where Kit was, but Raine always knew. 

“Having you stalking me all over the ship 

with this fucking tracker is totally creepy.” He 
turned his gaze straight ahead, not wanting Raine to 
see his red and sore eyes. Couldn’t let him think he 
had the power to make Kit break down. 

“I’m sorry,” Raine said quietly. “It’s 

unprofessional of me to use the data for personal 
reasons.” 

“Try to sound a bit less like you’re reading 

from a manual, would you?” 

Silence. Raine didn’t move any farther into 

the room. Kit held out his left arm with the tracker 
on it. 

“Why don’t you take it off me?” He made it a 
challenge. “Deal with reality. Deal with not 
knowing where | am every minute of the day.” 

“You know I can’t. Captain’s orders.” 

Kit shook his head. If Raine recommended it, 


the captain would probably agree to the removal. 


“I wish | could,” Raine went on. “Then | 

could stop acting so badly.” 

“Fat chance. I’m sure you'd figure out some 

other way to be an asshole.” 

Raine moved, and Kit glanced back, fearing 

he’d angered him, but when he stepped into the 
light, Kit saw only anguish on his face. He stopped 
before he reached the bench, but his approach 
made Kit wrap his arms around his knees again, 
folding himself up into the smallest space he could. 
“I want to stop,” Raine said, his voice coming 

out strangled. “I know I’m acting badly, but I can’t 
make myself stop. | hate feeling this way; I hate 
being so out of control.” 

“Going to blame me for that again?” 

“No, it’s not your fault. It’s me. | sometimes 

think I’m losing my mind. | never acted like this 
before, never felt like this. Am | obsessed? Am | 
going crazy?” 


“You're in love, you dick.” 


“If this is what love does to a man, | don’t 
know why anyone would want it.” 

“Love isn’t the problem. You’re the problem. 
You're so used to being in control, you can’t deal 
with it when you feel something too strong to 
repress.” 

Silence once again from Raine. After a 
moment, he spoke. 

“Since 

when 

did 

you 

become 

my 

psychiatrist?” 

“Hah! You need one.” 

“But definitely not you.” 

“Worried l'’d be ‘unprofessional’?” 

“That’s a given.” The tone was teasing, and 


Kit wanted to turn around and smile. But he 


resisted. No. Do not be drawn back into their 
banter. Parker didn’t deserve to be used and 
neither did Raine. Kit was on his own. Best way. 
He could rely on himself, trust himself. Anyone 
else would let him down in the end. Or want 
something he couldn’t give. Even Parker would 
change in the end and look for more than sex. And 
Raine? 

Raine wanted everything. He wanted Kit 

body, heart, and soul. Kit wanted to give him all 
those things, but he couldn’t accept the same in 
return from Raine. Raine had a life here, and Kit 
wouldn’t let him throw it away. He’d rather leave 
Raine with good memories than let him grow to 
hate Kit for letting him give everything up. Love 
might be a kind of madness, but it was a passing 
madness. 

“Kit.” He heard Raine take another step 

closer. “We should talk.” 


He might as well have sounded the abandon- 


ship klaxon, the effect on Kit was the same. He 
scrambled off the bench. Raine stood between him 
and the exit, but Kit didn’t let that stop him. He 
must have taken Raine by surprise, as he didn’t 
react when Kit shoved past. 

They should not talk. If they did, Raine would 

say something about getting back together, and Kit 
knew he’d weaken. He couldn’t let it happen. 
Breaking up when they did had been the right thing 
to do. Anything else would only lead to pain for 
both of them. 

Chapter Eighteen 

“Did you notice how tired Raine looked this 
morning?” Gracie asked Kit. She spoke quietly, 

with a glance back at Munro, their security guard 
for today’s supply run, following a couple of 

meters behind. 

“Can't say | did,” Kit said. Lied. 

“He looks tired all the time these days.” 


“Ain't that a shame?” Kit leaned on the cart 


when they stopped, and Gracie loaded some boxes 
onto it. He rubbed his eyes. Raine wasn’t the only 
tired man around here. 

“You should talk to him. He’s obviously 

missing you.” 

“No. He ended it. It’s up to him to come and 

talk to me.” It sounded stubborn and even petty, but 
he couldn’t say more. He radiated as much of a 
“drop it” field as he could muster. Though he 
appreciated her concern for his happiness, she 
didn’t know how bad things had turned with Raine. 
Irrevocably bad. And she didn’t know about Kit’s 
choice to go it alone. No help from Raine or 

Parker or Gracie herself. If he asked her, she’d 

help him escape, but he couldn’t use her. She might 
have a less lofty position to lose than Raine or 
Parker, but she’d started to get things together. Kit 
would sooner go to prison than ruin it for her. 

She left it alone, and they went on collecting 


stuff, under the bored gaze of Munro. They had 


almost reached the end of the list, the cart nearly 
full, when a klaxon sounded. 

General quarters. Kit came to such an abrupt 
halt some supplies toppled from his cart. The 
klaxon had sounded several times over the last 
couple of weeks, announcing drills. Kit and Gracie 
stared at each other. Was this another drill? 

No. Somewhere in the distance, they heard a 
boom, like something pounding against the hull. 
The deck vibrated under Kit’s feet. 

“Oh my God!” Gracie gasped and clapped a 

hand to her mouth, eyes huge. Munro grabbed for 
his Link and confirmed their fears. 

“It’s not a drill. They’re...shit, they’re 

already breaking in. We’re being boarded.” He 
drew his rifle, making Gracie and Kit both step 
back in alarm. 

“Our place of safety,” Kit said. “It’s in the 

galley.” 


“I’m not going to risk taking you through that 


far. You’re safer in here than trying to make it back 
to the galley. | have to go and join my squad.” 
“You're leaving us?” Gracie said. Munro 
looked torn but nodded. 
“I’ve got to take my position.” He looked at 
Kit, a kind of man-to-man look, which said he 
expected him to step up and take responsibility. 
“Don’t worry. They probably won’t even come in 
here. You’ve got a million places to hide. So go 
vanish.” 
Kit nodded, jaw stuck out, returning the man- 
to-man look. He drew Gracie close to him. Got it 
handled. But when Munro turned away and ran for 
the entrance, leaving the two of them alone, Kit 
had to admit to a certain amount of quaking in his 
boots. 

x OK OK 
“Security people moving to positions, 
Captain,” Raine said over his Link as he strode 


down a corridor, rifle slung on his back. “What 


about the noncombatants?” 

“Most are already in their places of safety. 
Waiting for final reports.” 

He wanted to ask about Kit. Ask if the galley 
crew were locked up in one of the pantries—their 
place of safety in the event of attack. But he 
couldn’t be such a fool in front of the captain. Kit 
wasn’t the only person on the ship. Raine had to 
keep everyone Safe, not just one man. 

“What’s happening to the escort ship?” He 
reached an elevator and hit the call button. 

“It’s engaging two vessels. It will be at least 

an hour before we get any assistance.” 

“I understand, ma’am.” His team had to hold 

the boarders for that long. 

“Good luck, Chief.” 

“Thank you, Captain.” The elevator arrived, 

and he stepped in. He started to put the Link into 
his pocket as the elevator moved off, but stopped. 


He had a moment, so checked Kit’s tracker data. 


He’d managed to stop himself obsessively 
checking it over the last few days, but this was an 
emergency situation. He needed to know 
everyone’s location. 

Damn. 

Kit wasn’t in the galley. He was down in the 

food container. Collecting stores, probably. He 
must have Gracie with him too—the status for the 
galley staff showed only Trish and the two cooks 
secure in the pantry with its heavy metal door. 
They’d have had a guard for the stores 

collection. A few quick taps and he found out 
Munro had the duty, but he’d reported in that he’d 
gone to take his position, leaving Kit and Gracie to 
hide in the container. 

They were alone down there. 

How could Munro have left them? But the 

flash of anger passed. Munro had done the right 
thing. They’d be safe enough. Pirates weren’t 


going to stop off for a snack. They could hide. 


Even inside the walls. Kit knew how to do that. 
Don’t worry about him. 

Fat chance. 

He shoved the Link in his pocket as the 

elevator neared its destination...and dropped. 
Only for a second, but he felt it go into freefall 
before the mechanical emergency brakes clamped 
hard against the side of the car. It slammed to a 
bone-jarring halt, knocking Raine to his knees. The 
lights flickered and went out, leaving him in 
darkness. The alarm klaxon stopped. 

He scrambled back to his feet. Main power 

down. This was bad. He grabbed his Link and 
stared in horror at the last update from the bridge. 
Multiple intruders.Decks 4, 6, 7, 10. 

They were aboard. He had to go help his 

people, but first he had to get out of this damn 
elevator. He hit the message symbol and New Call 
and stared at the Link. Stared at the red symbol 


telling him communications were down. No voice, 


no text. 
While the rest of his people fought, while Kit 
was out there unprotected, Raine was trapped in an 
elevator in the dark with no communications. 

x OK OK 
“Kit, | can hear something,” Gracie said. 
The two of them were crouched in a dark 
niche formed by stacked crates. They’d pulled 
another crate across the entrance to conceal them, 
leaving them as invisible as they could be without 
taking off a wall panel and hiding behind the 
bulkheads—which he remembered how to do if it 
came to it. 
“| hear voices,” she said. She had better 
hearing than Kit, so he believed her and knelt up to 
look over the top of the crate concealing their 
hiding place. He heard not voices but the sound of 
footsteps, on the metal stairs linking the three 
levels of the container. Lights flashed between the 


stacks of crates. Flashlights. The container had 


only emergency lights on, the main ones having 
gone off ten minutes ago, along with the klaxon. 
“Damn,” he muttered softly and moved back 

to sit with Gracie again. “There is someone out 
there.” 

She stared back at him, wide-eyed, and he put 

his arm around her. 

“It’s okay. They'll never spot us here. 

Probably move on when they realize this is food 
and general supplies, not valuable cargo.” 

“You think so?” She snuggled closer against 

him, trembling. She must have heard the same lurid 
stories Kit had about what pirates did to prisoners. 
Slave labor for the men and worse for the women. 
The stories must be exaggerated...he hoped. 

“It might not even be the pirates. Might be 

some of the crew. They might have seen the 
bastards off already.” 

“Then why is the power still down?” 


Okay, she had a point there. 


“Don’t worry. They'll never spot us in here. 

If we sit tight and keep quiet, we'll be fine.” 

“Us?” She giggled nervously. “Takes 

something extreme to make us keep quiet.” 

He smiled in return, hiding his fear. The 

pirates might not take Kit prisoner at all if they 
found him and Gracie. They might simply shoot 
him on the spot, and then Gracie would be alone 
and undefended. The thought sickened him, but he 
didn’t know how he’d stop it happening. 

Take your own advice, he thought. Don’t 

worry. Sit tight. 

He’d have sat tight for as long as it took if it 

hadn’t been for the new sound. A kind of loud 
crackling. What the hell? What were they doing out 
there? He saw a strange light too, a hot glow. He 
scrambled forward and poked his head over the 
crate again. The glow came from where the 
container butted up against the hull of the ship. 


“What’s going on?” Gracie whispered behind 


him. 

“| don’t know.” But it couldn’t be good. They 

were up to something, and he had to find out what. 
He could send a report to the bridge. “I’m going to 
find out. Stay here.” 

Gracie gave a squeak of protest, but he 

ignored her and slithered over the top of the crate, 
dropping to the deck, staying low. He moved 
slowly toward the sound and the glowing light, 
pressing close to the stacked crates as he 
negotiated several lanes, staying deep in shadow. 
When he reached the end of a lane of crates near 
the intruders, he crouched down and poked his 
head around the corner cautiously. 

Five of them, standing in a group, the glowing 
light behind them throwing long shadows on the 
deck. All of them bristled with weapons, and one 
of them wielded the thing making the light. A 
plasma cutting saw. Cutting? Into the hull? 


No. Kit realized suddenly they were cutting 


into one of the huge clamps locking the container to 
the hull. Those could be released only with codes 
from the bridge crew—or if you cut right through 
them. 

Hell! Kit ducked behind the crates and 

scurried back to the hiding place. He’d said they’d 
move on to what he’d think of as valuable cargo. 
But if they had a food shortage, this was valuable 
cargo. The Dawn carried enough not only for the 
rest of the trip to Saira but for the several months it 
would take to circle back around to Drexler, 
delivering the ore to the various colony planets on 
the way. 

Gracie scrambled back when Kit climbed 

into their hiding hole but relaxed when she saw it 
was him. “What’s happening?” 

“They’re trying to cut through the docking 

clamps and steal the whole container.” 

“Oh my God!” She slapped her hand over her 


mouth, then spoke more quietly. “Can we get out?” 


“They'll have men guarding the door. | have 
to...do something.” 

Did he? This could be his chance to get off 

the Dawn. His earlier thought about them shooting 
him out of hand seemed foolish. Why kill a healthy 
young guy? He’d be as good a slave laborer as any 
other captive, and eventually he’d have a chance to 
escape. 

Hell, what was he thinking? He couldn’t let 

them take Gracie. And he couldn’t let down the 
ship, the captain, or Raine. 

Raine. He couldn’t leave Raine; that’s what it 
came to. Cursed himself for a fool but knew it. 

Him and Raine... They weren’t done yet. And 
somewhere else on the ship, the big lug was 
fighting more of these bastards. Kit couldn’t give 
in to them. But he and Gracie couldn’t do much 
alone. They needed reinforcements. 

He took out his Link and went to the 


messenger screen, only to find the words SYSTEM 


UNAVAILABLE. No comms? Shit. 

“Try yours,” he said to Gracie. A moment 

later, she held hers up showing the same bad news. 
Kit flicked through a few more screens. The 
network was still up but no communications. 
Targeted sabotage, he assumed. 

“What do we do now?” she asked. 

The network was still up. He looked at his 

tracker. Was its signal part of the communications 
system or separate? He couldn’t use it to talk to 
anyone, but there was one thing he could do. He 
opened the lid of the crate across the entrance and 
used his Link as a flashlight to examine the 
contents. Oh, just the thing. He pulled out a large 
can of vegetables. It weighed a ton; he couldn’t 
even hold it in one hand. He handed the can to 
Gracie, then laid his left forearm on the deck. The 
tracker fitted loosely enough that when he pressed 
his arm to the deck, the top side of the bracelet 


stood above his arm, enough space to get a finger 


in. He hoped the gap would be enough to save his 
arm from too much damage. 
“Hit it,” he said to Gracie. “Try to use the 
edge of the can. More concentrated force.” 
“No way! l'Il break your arm!” 
“Not if you do it right. A sharp rap with the 
edge of the can. It’ll work. Hit it.” 
Kite 
“Gracie, we need someone”—Raine, he 
meant Raine—“to come down here before they cut 
through the rest of those clamps.” He didn’t know 
for sure this would work, but he had to try. “Now, 
Gracie. Do it!” 
She looked at him with huge eyes, 
swallowed, then raised the can in both hands and 
brought it down hard. 

x OK x 
Raine lay on the floor of the elevator, panting 
and catching up on all the swearing he hadn’t done 


for the last few years. He’d tried to pull open the 


doors. He’d tried to get up to the hatch in the 
ceiling. Both attempts had been futile. His people 
were out there fighting, and he couldn’t help them. 
His efforts had been accompanied by several 
howls and roars of rage and frustration. Anyone 
passing would think the elevator had a wild animal 
trapped inside. 

A sudden alarm from his Link made him grab 

for it, hoping to see the comms back on. The alarm 
was only half-familiar, he hadn’t heard it in a long 
time, but when he looked at the screen, his memory 
of the last time rushed back. The memory of the 
fear he’d felt then. 

Kit’s tracker had stopped transmitting. 

God, what had happened to him? Had he been 
taken off the ship, a prisoner? Shot, vaporized? 
God, no! 

Trying to calm himself, Raine took a deep 

breath, imagined the hot, dry air, the wind singing 


over rock and sand. The sky. Then he opened his 


eyes and looked at the tracker data again. Kit had 
been in the food cargo container when the 
transmission stopped. So Raine had to get there. 
Whatever was going on, Kit was in the middle of 

it, and Raine had to get there. 

But first he had to get out of this damn 

elevator. He was certain the deck lay only a 

couple of meters away, if that much; the elevator 
had been so close to its destination. If he could get 
the doors of the car open, he might be able to reach 
the emergency release handle for the outer doors. 
He scrambled to his feet and squared up to the 
doors again, trying to burrow between them with 
his hands. Burrow into the split where they met. 

He had to break the seal. 

He pulled, fresh sweat breaking out, feeling 

like the veins in his neck were about to pop— 
unless his head burst before them. He grimaced, 
twisting his face into what must be a rictus hideous 


enough to scare the ugliest gargoyle. He’d have 


yelled if he didn’t think it would take away some 
of the energy he needed. 

A tiny gap opened. A fingernail’s width, a 
fingertip’s, a real gap. He had some purchase at 
last, something to pull. And pull he did, the yell 
escaping him this time, giving him energy rather 
than draining it. It seemed to rise from his boots to 
his throat, a great roar as the doors began to part. 
When he had enough room, he forced a knee in, 
then his shoulder, turned sideways and shoved 
with his foot and his back, forcing the doors apart. 
At last they yielded, past the point of no return, and 
sprang open the rest of the way. Raine slumped, 
head hanging down, catching his breath. When he 
recovered enough, he wiped sweat from his face 
with his sleeve and pulled himself together. What 
next? 

Using his Link as a flashlight, he found that, 

as he’d suspected, the elevator car had stopped 


close to its destination. The outer doors rose half a 


meter above the car’s floor. Dropping to the floor, 
he squeezed his arm out through a narrow gap. 
After a moment of fumbling around, he closed his 
hand around what he’d dreamed of holding. The 
emergency release lever. 

He yanked it, and the outer doors sprang 

open, making him scoot back, the jerky, unpowered 
movement startling him. Through the gap, he saw 
only empty corridor lit by dim emergency lighting. 
In the distance, he heard noises he didn't like. 
Yelling, small-arms fire. 

The gap barely gave him space to get through. 

He had to strip off his jacket first, drop it to the 
deck, then lower his rifle on top of it. Then he 
squeezed, cursing all the hours in the gym bulking 
up. Should find a better hobby. Skin ripped from 
his shoulders, but at last they were out. The 
squeeze threatened to crush his chest, but he 
emptied his lungs as much as possible and heaved 


again. Free! His waist and legs followed fast, and 


he crashed to the deck, knocking the wind out of 
himself. 
When he recovered enough to pick up his 
jacket, he discovered his Link was cracked right 
across. It must have taken a direct hit from his belt 
buckle or elbow. Nice work, he thought, tossing it 
aside in disgust. Let me know if you can think of 
any other ways to screw up. 
He scrambled to his feet, putting his jacket 
back on and hefting his rifle. He had to get to the 
food container. He had to get to Kit. 

* k >% 
“I knew I’d break your arm.” 
“It’s not broken,” Kit said. “Just bruised.” 
And fucking painful. Ditto his lip, which he’d 
bitten right through. But he hadn’t yelled and given 
away their presence, which meant they were able 
to sneak up on the unsuspecting pirates. 
They’d finished with the clamp Kit had 


previously seen them working on and had moved 


on to another. Fully occupied with it, they hadn’t 
heard Kit and Gracie moving around in the 
darkness preparing some little surprises. They 
didn’t hear them approaching, each carrying a fire 
extinguisher. Kit had two, in fact. A big one anda 
miniature one in his apron pocket, alongside a few 
other bits and pieces. Reaching the end of the lane 
of crates, Kit peeked around it and saw the same 
group of five men working on the clamp. 

He glanced at his watch. Fifteen minutes 

since they smashed the tracker. Was Raine on his 
way, or was he tied up fighting somewhere else? 
Was he hurt? Was he... Kit derailed this morbid 
train of thought, needing to keep his head. 

Okay, no more delay. He raised his hand, 

three fingers extended, signaled it, three, two, one. 
Go! 

Kit and Gracie burst from cover, screaming a 
battle cry, and blasted the fire extinguishers. A 


wave of foam engulfed the pirates. They yelled, 


grabbing for their guns and wiping foam from their 
eyes. The man yielding the cutting torch dropped it 
with a clang. 

At full blast, both extinguishers soon faltered. 
When they ran out, Kit and Gracie dropped them 
and sent them rolling at the boarders as they began 
to stumble forward. Two of them tripped over the 
extinguishers, taking another two down with them 
as they fell. The one still standing roared and 
raised a weapon, firing after Kit and Gracie. 

Gracie shrieked at the blast but kept moving. 

As soon as they rounded the corner, Kit grabbed 
her arm and shoved her into a tiny alcove between 
two stacks of crates. Kit ran on, sticking close to 
the crates, avoiding the middle of the lane. 

The pirates burst into the lane, roaring and 

firing their guns. Kit cringed and gasped as the 
blasts sizzled past him, close enough to feel the 
heat of the plasma. But the shots went suddenly 


wild, the men yelling, not threats but swearing and 


surprise. Looking back he saw them slipping and 
falling as they found the cooking oil Kit and Gracie 
had poured onto the deck. 

Behind them Gracie emerged from cover 

carrying a big bottle of one of the most potent 
cleaning fluids they had with a flaming rag stuffed 
in the top. She tossed it to the floor behind the 
pirates, and it exploded. Flames roared up as she 
fled. 

The fire wouldn’t last long, but it kept the 
bastards from going after her, giving her time to 
vanish. Forgetting Gracie, they struggled up and 
came after Kit. He jumped over a line of the same 
fluid, took a book of matches from his pocket, and 
covered his retreat with fire the same way Gracie 
had. Then he ran flat out to the far end of the 
crates. Gunfire blasted after him, but between the 
smoke, flames, and low lighting, the pirates 
couldn’t hit a barn door, never mind a moving 


target. 


With a whooshing sound, the sprinklers came 

on. 

Shit. Kit hadn’t anticipated those. Damn. He 

kept running as water rained down, putting out his 
fire. The pirates came after him, still slipping and 
stumbling. 

He reached the end of the lane and ducked to 

the right, which would take him toward the door 
out of the container. Gracie was heading for it too 
from the other end, but there’d be a guard there, 
and Kit had told her to stay out of sight until he got 
there. The sprinklers stopped, thank God, but he 
was already soaked. His long tail of tied-back hair 
Slapped heavily against his back as he ran. 

The running men were close, and they’d 

stopped firing at him. They wanted to catch him 
alive, and he doubted whatever they had in store 
for him would be much fun. He reached into his 
pocket and grabbed a spray can of insect killer and 


his matches— don’t let them be wet . When the 


footsteps came close enough, he spun around, 
igniting the spray from the can of bug poison. The 
men howled and fell back, beating at the flames in 
their clothes and hair. If only Kit hadn’t sprayed 
them with the fire-suppressing foam earlier, they 
might have gone up in a blue flash. 

The can exploded, and Kit screamed and 

tossed it at the men, then ran. Shit! Fuck! His hand! 
Only two sets of footsteps followed him. Two 

voices, both close, swearing and threatening him 
with slow and painful death. He reached into his 
pocket with his left hand, the possibly broken one. 
Painful to use, but his fingers worked, and he 
closed them around the metal cylinder of the 
miniature fire extinguisher. Shit, small as it was, it 
took two hands to use it. He didn’t know if he even 
dared look at his burned hand. 

But when someone grabbed his hair, pulling 

him to a halt, dragging him back, he didn’t hesitate, 


didn’t even feel the pain as he turned and blasted 


the extinguisher into the face of his attacker. The 
man howled and fell back, letting go of Kit’s hair, 
hands over his eyes. Kit tried to run as the other 
man came at him, but didn’t make it. The pirate, a 
huge guy, face twisted with fury, knocked the 
extinguisher from Kit’s hands and grabbed him by 
the front of his shirt. With the other hand, he drew 
a big, evil-looking knife from a belt holster. 

“I’m going to cut your throat and suck your 

heart out through the wound, you fucker.” 

Kit suspected the “distract him with a kiss” 

tactic wasn’t going to cut it here. 

“Kit, get down.” 

The voice came from behind him. Kit pulled 

away and dropped, obeying the order instinctively. 
The movement startled the pirate into letting him 
go. 

“Oh shit!” The pirate reached for his gun— 

much too slowly. A blast sizzled over Kit’s head 


and took the pirate in the chest, flinging him 


backward to slide along the deck. He stopped 
beside his friend, who was still holding his hands 
over his eyes and sobbing. 

Kit turned to see the figure outlined in the 

light at the end of the lane of crates aiming a rifle. 
Raine lowered the rifle and ran toward Kit. 

“Stay down,” Raine snapped, passing him and 
running to the man still alive. Kit rolled to lean up 
on his elbow and watch Raine at work, cuffing the 
pirate. 

“Gracie?” Kit called. 

“She’s fine. Safe.” 

He sagged with relief. Raine dumped the 

cuffed pirate on the deck and came back to Kit, 
slinging his rifle over his shoulder in its strap. 

“You can get up now,” he said. 

“But | just got comfortable.” 

Raine growled in the old familiar way, and 

Kit grinned. He got to his feet gingerly, both hands 


too painful to help him much. Raine took his arm, 


helping him rise and keeping him on his feet as 
dizziness washed over him. 

“Were there only these two?” 

“No, three others. Took them out, | guess.” 
“Five...and you got away from them and 
incapacitated four of them?” Raine smiled. “Have 
you ever considered a move from the galley to 
security?” 

Chapter Nineteen 

A busy twenty-four hours later, Raine went to 

the captain’s office to give her his final report on 
the pirate raid before he went off duty. When she 
let him in, he found she already had visitors. Kit 
and Gracie sat on a couch, wearing clean ship’s 
fatigues and sharing coffee and cake with Dryden. 
Both looked better than yesterday, though Kit was 
pale and a little dopey, Raine thought, on 
painkillers for his injured hands. 

“Sorry, ma'am. If you’re busy l'Il come 


back.” 


“No, please, join us, Chief.” She stood and 

poured him a cup of coffee, handing it to him as 
they sat on the second couch. “Help yourself to 
cake. It’s only thanks to these two we still have 
any. If they hadn’t stopped the pirates detaching the 
container, we'd have had a hungry trip to Saira and 
a big bill to restock.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Miss Maddison gave me a full 

report.” 

“It was all Kit’s idea,” Gracie said. She cut 

some cake into small pieces for Kit. His burned 
right hand was covered in bandages, and only the 
fingers of his left were free of the brace around his 
hand and wrist. Gracie would probably have fed 
him the cake if he’d let her, but he fended her off 
and managed to pick up the pieces with his left 
hand. 

“I always thought you were a resourceful 

fellow, Mr. Miller.” 


“I figured we could at least distract them and 


slow them down,” he said. 

“They certainly looked slow when we saw 

them off to the escort ships,” Dryden said with a 
smile but then grew more serious. “It was very 
brave. Well beyond the call of duty. And that’s 
why l'Il be recommending you, Grace, for a bonus 
at the end of this trip. And you, Kit, l'II be asking 
the company to take you on as a permanent crew 
member. If you wish to stay aboard.” She glanced 
at Raine as she spoke. “The same bonus too, if | 
can make it happen.” 

“Captain, I—” Kit began, but she held up a 

hand to stop him. 

“I know, we still need to sort out your legal 
situation. But the company knows what they owe 
you for what you did yesterday, and their lawyers 
are working on it.” 

Gracie thanked the captain effusively, but Kit 
only nodded his acknowledgment. Raine guessed 


he didn’t believe the company would have the 


chance to offer him a job. That “sorting out his 
legal situation” would be easier said than done, 
and he’d soon be on his way back to prison. 

Raine wouldn't let it happen. Somehow 

they’d fix it. The captain. The company lawyers. 
They’d work the system and fix it, and Kit could 
stay here with Raine forever. Except he wasn’t 

with Raine, was he? He was looking at Raine, 
though, as Gracie and Dryden went on talking 
about the events in the container. 

When the captain dismissed Kit and Gracie, 

she had Raine stay behind, and he gave her a quick 
report on the current situation. She nodded after he 
finished. 

“Thank you, Chief. And pass on my 

congratulations to your squad. Your people did 
excellent work. l'Il get down to talk to you all 

when we're back to normal.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” He knew she’d already 


visited those who’d been wounded and were still 


in the infirmary. “Our preparations made the 
difference.” All those drills and exercises had 

paid off. The security squad had kept the boarders 
contained long enough to allow the reinforcements 
from the escort to arrive. His people had some 
injuries but no deaths. 

“You'll be pleased to know the ore company 

has agreed to us rejoining the convoy and 
proceeding to Saira for our original arrival time.” 
“That’s a relief.” More time to spend with 

Kit... 

“Oh, one other thing. Mr. Miller’s tracking 

device. | believe you have one left.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” His heart sank. “Um, you want 

me to put it on him?” 

“Chief, if you do, | will fire you. Possibly out 

of an airlock.” 

Raine couldn’t keep a ridiculous grin off his 

face. “Yes, ma’am.” 


“But keep it in mind. The tracker, | mean. 


Who knows when it might prove useful.” 

He frowned, not quite understanding. “Yes, 
ma’am.” God, he’d started to revert to the 
conversational skills of Sim. But she didn’t 
explain further, just dismissed him. 

When he left the room, Kit and Gracie were 

still outside the door. Kit was leaning on Gracie 
and looking rather tired. 

“Oh hi, Chief,” Gracie said. “Kit’s supposed 

to go to bed and rest. Doctor’s orders. But | have 
to go to work. Do you think you could take him to 
the bunk room?” Her arch smile and forced casual 
tone didn’t fool Raine for a minute. He caught 
Kit’s eye and smiled. 

“Okay. You get along. Don’t be late.” 

“Hey, if you’re going to be late, saying ‘I was 
having coffee and cake with the captain’ is a good 
excuse,” Kit said. “See you later, babe.” 

Gracie winked at them and hurried off. 


“Sorry,” Kit said, rolling his eyes. “She 


thinks because you rescued me, we have to get 
back together. I think she reads too many love 
stories.” When Raine didn’t answer, Kit glanced 
around awkwardly. “You don’t need to see me 
back to the bunk room. l'Il be fine.” 

“I thought you were dead,” Raine said. His 

voice was barely above a whisper. “When the 
tracker signal stopped, | thought something had 
happened to you. That you’d been taken off the 
ship. Or something worse. Something | couldn’t 
stand.” 

When he'd arrived at the container, full of 
Surging rage and fear, he’d gone through the two 
pirates guarding the door like a whirlwind. Only 
finding Gracie unhurt, though soaking wet and 
rather hysterical, and hearing her say Kit was 
somewhere in the container fighting pirates with 
only cleaning products had given him a fragment of 
hope. 


“I’m sorry,” Kit said. “I didn’t want you to be 


so worried. But with the comms down, | had no 
other way to contact anyone. | knew you’d come 
for me, if you possibly could. | mean come to 
investigate.” 

“You got it right the first time. | came for 

you.” He’d clawed his way out of the elevator car 
for Kit. Fought his way past pirates for Kit. Killed 
a man for Kit. And when it was all over, he’d 
waited twenty-four hours for the chance to talk to 
him. The waiting had been the worst part. 

At last they could talk. But he didn’t have a 

thing to say. Instead he took two strides to close 
the distance between them and pulled Kit into his 
arms. He kissed him like it was the first time 
again, but with so much more than lust in it. 
Knowledge of each other. Love. So much love. 

Kit touched Raine’s face, his right hand 

resting on the side of it. The rough fabric of the 
bandages tickled Raine’s skin, making goose 


bumps rise on his neck and face, hyperaware of the 


tiniest touch. 

Kit pulled out of the kiss, gasping for breath, 

but Raine wasn’t done with him. He moved on, 
kissing the line of Kit’s jaw, his neck and 
shoulder, while Kit strained against him. 

“Wait,” Kit moaned out suddenly. “Wait, 

wait. We’re right outside the captain’s office. She 
might come out any second.” 

“When did you get so shy?” 

“Even | don’t want to be caught with my pants 
down by the captain. Take me back to your cabin, 
please.” 

Raine pulled himself together with an effort, 
stepping back, only reluctantly letting Kit slip out 
of his arms. When Kit wobbled, Raine caught his 
arm. 

“You okay?” 

“Damn painkillers making me dizzy.” 

“Do you want to go back to the infirmary? 


Please say no.” 


Kit chuckled. “Did you mean to say that last 
part out loud?” 

“I’m through hiding what | want to say to you. 
Are you coming to my cabin?” 

“Would you carry me there if you had to?” 

“Yes. In a fireman’s carry.” 

“That’s not romantic.” 

“Sure it is. One of my fondest memories of 

the day we met is seeing you slung over Sim’s 
shoulder like a duffle bag full of dirty laundry.” 
Kit laughed and slipped his arm into Raine’s 

as they walked away from the captain’s office and 
onto an elevator. As it set off, Kit let him go and 
leaned against the wall. 

“So,” he said. “This ride will take at least 

two minutes. Any ideas about how to kill the 
time?” 

Raine’s self-control had to be admired, Kit 
thought. He stopped kissing Kit the instant the 


elevator let out a ping to announce their arrival. 


And he looked normal, positively bland, while Kit 
felt hot and bothered and, seeing himself in a 
passing reflective surface, looking like he’d been 
thoroughly ravished. 

He had. A man could pack a lot of ravishing 

into two minutes. He made a rather futile attempt to 
smooth his wild hair and grabbed at Raine’s arm 

to slow him down. 

“Don’t run. The bed will still be there 

whenever we arrive.” 

Raine slowed up, letting Kit slip an arm 

through his. “You sure you’re up for it? You do 

look tired.” 

“Good thing l'Il be lying down, then.” They 

reached the door, and Kit turned Raine to face him. 
“Still wanna carry me, Chief?” 

He launched himself at Raine, legs and arms 
wrapped around him, indulging the urge he’d felt 
so often to wrap himself all around his big, 


gorgeous man and feel safe. Raine laughed and 


caught him around the waist, then adjusted his grip 
when Kit slipped a bit. He put his hands under 

Kit’s ass, making a seat. 

“I can’t enter the lock code with you, ah, 

sitting on my hands.” 

“What is it?” Kit reached for the number pad 

with his left hand. Raine didn’t hesitate. 

“Six, seven, five, four, two.” 

Kit tapped it in, and the door opened. “Now | 

can sneak in on you in the night.” 

“Now you live here.” 

Before Kit could respond to this startling 
statement, Raine carried him inside and laid him 
on the bunk, being quite careful, treating him like 
something delicate. Kit felt delicate after his 

whole pirate-battling adventure and enjoyed 
having Raine be so gentle. So different from his 
usual barely under control passion. Not that he had 
any complaints about the passion, but variety was 


the spice of life. Raine stepped away from the 


bunk, and Kit leaned up on his elbows. 

“Hard for me to undress with my hands the 

way they are,” he said. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Raine started 

undressing. “l'Il get to you in a minute.” 

“Raine, what you said about me living 

here...” 

“I mean it. Come and stay with me for the rest 

of the voyage. Bring your things up from the bunk 
room.” 

Kit looked around critically. “Can | 

redecorate?” 

Raine smiled. He walked to the bunk, 

wearing only his pants. “Save it for after Saira. I'll 
apply for a larger cabin.” 

Kit had no time to ask him about those plans, 
because Raine knelt by the bunk and started to 
undress him, which soon emptied Kit’s mind of 
everything but the sensation of Raine’s hands and 


lips on his skin. Raine undressed him carefully, but 


his delicate touches had the tease and promise of 
his strength behind them. 

When he was naked, Kit realized the room 

was at a pleasant temperature for him but too cold 
for Raine, goose bumps roughening his skin. Damn, 
even for the time left to Saira that would be a 
problem. Either Kit spent the whole time naked, or 
Raine spent it in five layers of clothes. 
Unacceptable when Kit wanted immediate access 
to Raine’s cock twenty-four hours a day. 

“You're cold,” he said. “Come on, get under 

the covers, let me keep you warm.” 

“You're already making me hot.” They got 

under the bedclothes, Raine shedding his pants 
before he did, his hard-on springing out ready to 
go. 

“Lie back,” he said. “I mean... Can I...?” 

“Of course.” Kit let his legs fall open, let 

Raine lie between them. He noticed the condoms 


and bottle of lube on a shelf over the bed, sitting 


there in plain sight. Kit grinned. 

“Oh, my man is so brazen now.” 

“What?” Raine said, looking up from his 
preparations. 

“Never mind. Need you, Dan. Please.” His 

nearly useless hands frustrated him. Not only the 
pain he got if he tried to grab anything but not 
being able to touch Raine, feel his hot skin. 
“Ready?” 

Kit threw his head back as Raine filled him, 

his hands forgotten, the pain forgotten, nothing real 
but the fire in his belly and ass. Oh God, Raine. 
Dan. His man. 

“I knew you’d come for me.” He moaned it as 

they moved together, Raine seemed to be trying to 
go slower than usual, Kit thought, perhaps wary of 
Kit’s exhaustion or wanting the moment to last. But 
passion soon took him in its grip, making him push 
harder, faster. “I knew you’d come for me.” 


“PIL always come for you.” 


Kit wanted to giggle at the words. Coming 

was going to happen damn soon. But Raine’s 
words meant so much more. Meant everything. 
He’d never leave Kit to face danger alone. Not if it 
lay in his power to help. 

But in three weeks time, he would have to. 

Three weeks they had to make the most of. He 
pulled Raine closer until kisses rained on Kit’s 
chest and his body tightened around Raine, 
pleasure tearing though him in a wave, hot as lava. 
He wrapped his arms and legs around Raine again 
as Raine cried out and called Kit’s name over and 
over as he climaxed. 

“Kit? Are you with me?” 

Kit opened his eyes, coming back from the 

fuzzy pink place he’d been. Between his 

painkillers and his orgasm, he had the strength of a 
kitten. He lay in Raine’s arms, pressed close on 

the narrow bunk. 


“Mmm, with you. Always with you.” If only 


“always” could be true. “Don’t let me go to sleep 
yet. We have so little time. We have to make the 
most of it.” 

“Shh. The company will work it out.” 

He sounded so sure. For a few moments, Kit 
allowed himself to imagine leaving Saira as a 
member of the Dawn’s crew. Sharing a cabin with 
Raine, officially partners. Though he’d never seen 
a future that included his being a spacer, so much 
had changed. But he knew it couldn’t happen. 
“Company can’t fix it.” 

“You have to trust in the law, Kit. You’re 

innocent. Trust the law, the captain, and the 
company. And me. We're all on your side.” 

His words sprang unexpected tears into Kit’s 
eyes. “Thanks, Dan.” He swallowed, trying to 
bring himself back under control, hoping Raine 
would put the husky and cracked tone of his voice 
down to tiredness. He didn’t argue anymore. Let 


Raine have his fantasy. He’d have to face reality 


soon enough. 
He could still ask Raine to come with him, 
but, like Jeff, he might balk at giving up everything. 
It would be selfish of Kit to even ask. It would be 
madness for anyone to give up everything for 
something as tricky as love. 
Kit wouldn’t ask. 
He couldn’t go through the disappointment 
again. 

* kK 
Two weeks to go to Saira. Kit was back at 
work, his hands nearly healed and able to wield 
his mop again. 
“You Okay, Kit?” Gracie asked as she wiped 
down tables and he mopped. The mess hall stood 
empty after lunch. “You’re quiet today.” 
“Raine was talking about after Saira again,” 
he said. “Getting a bigger cabin.” 
“So that’s good, right? Nice big bed.” 


Kit sighed and dipped his mop in the soapy 


water. 

“There is no ‘after Saira’ for us, but | can’t 

make him see it. He thinks the company is going to 
magically fix everything.” 

“They might.” 

“It’s not gonna happen. After Saira my ass is 

on a one-way transport back to jail.” 

She glanced around and moved closer to him, 
spoke quietly. 

“Unless you escape. You’re still planning to, 
aren’t you?” 

“Don’t ask me, Gracie. | won’t answer.” He 
wouldn’t involve her in any way. He wouldn’t 
even tell her his intentions. 

“Look, Kit, | agree with you. The company 
probably can’t help you. The law isn’t on the side 
of people like us, is it? So you could ask Raine to 
help you escape.” 

“No.” 


“He’d do it.” 


“| know he would.” 

“Then why not ask?” 

“Raine’s worked hard to get where he is. 

How can | ask him to throw it all away? It’s not 
fair.” 

“Fair doesn’t come into it. He loves you.” 

“Today he loves me. What about next year, 

two, three years? What if by then we wish we’d 
never met? Love doesn’t last forever.” 

“Not with that attitude.” She scowled at him, 
looking as if she wanted to toss the wet cloth she 
held right at his cynical, miserable head. 

“Just forget it. l'Il give evidence against 

Taylor at the hearing. Then one way or another, 
it’s going to be good-bye.” 

x OK OK 

The door buzzer surprised Raine as he 

relaxed on his bed, wearing only shorts, enjoying 
having the heat up high enough to be comfortable. 


Kit should still be on dinner duty, surely? Though 


he knew the door code and could come and go as 
he liked, he still buzzed first if he thought Raine 
was in. 

Raine got up, putting aside his Link. He’d 

been reading a book. It was a relief not to have the 
tracker data there as a constant temptation to 
virtually stalk Kit around the ship anymore. He put 
on a robe—in case it wasn’t Kit—and opened the 
door. 

“Gracie?” 

“Sorry, were you asleep? Can | come in?” 

“No, ah, | wasn’t asleep.” He cinched the belt 

of his robe tighter, self-conscious as he let her in. 
Rather a long time since he’d had a young woman 
in his cabin. Since never, in fact. 

“Wow!” She fanned herself with her hand. 

“Kit wasn’t joking about the heat.” 

“Sorry. l'Il turn it down.” He fiddled with it 

and sent cold air blasting into the room. Gracie 


stood by the vent and sighed with relief. Raine 


gave her a glass of water, hoping she wouldn’t 
faint or anything. 

“Is there something I can do for you, Gracie?” 
“Not for me. For Kit.” 

“Ah...1 don’t really feel comfortable talking 

about my private life. | know Kit probably talks to 
you, but I’m not that kind of man.” 

“I know that,” she said, rolling her eyes. 

“Don’t we all know that? Don’t panic, I’m not here 
to talk about your private stuff.” She stopped and 
drank her water—a move Raine recognized as a 
delaying tactic. “I’ve been thinking about this for 
hours, and | didn’t know if | should come and tell 
you or not. But | think | should. For Kit.” 

“Is something wrong?” 

“He’s going to try to escape after the 

hearing.” She said the words in a great rush, then 
took another gulp of water. Sweat showed on her 
forehead, despite the cold air of the vent. 


“He told you this?” 


“No, of course not. He doesn’t want me 

involved. But | know.” 

“You just... know?” Should Raine accept 

that? She and Kit were close. Also, people like 
Gracie, people nobody took much notice of, often 
understood and observed more than people gave 
them credit for. Back when he’d been an MP and 
looking for the truth about some event, he’d often 
found it by questioning the one person everyone 
thought of as the quiet, dumb one in the group. 
When people don’t talk to you much, there are so 
many fewer distractions. 

“And you have to do something about it,” 

Gracie said, ignoring his skeptical tone. “You 
know what his escape plans are like—terrible! 
He'll either fail or he’ll get himself into worse 
trouble.” 

She made a good point. Kit didn’t have a 

brilliant record in the department of cunning 


planning. He’d stowed away on the Dawnona 


whim. His last escape attempt had been foiled the 
instant he left the ship. 

Raine groaned and pinched the bridge of his 

nose, his head starting to throb. Damn. Kit had 
stopped talking about them having only the time 
until Saira, and Raine thought he’d decided to trust 
the law and the company, even if he didn’t respond 
much to talk about afterward. But his plans hadn’t 
changed—he’d just been keeping quiet about them. 
“You'd better go,” he said. “I need to get 

dressed. Kit and | need to have a little talk.” He 
started gathering clothes from the wardrobe. 
“Wait! You can’t go and confront him.” 

“I think I can. You’re right. He’ll get himself 

into bigger trouble. | have to bring him to his 
senses.” 

“Do you think that’s why | told you? So you 

could stop him?” 

Raine froze, a shirt in his hands. “Well, yes. 


Why else?” 


Gracie sighed impatiently. “You are a big 

dumb ox, like Kit says.” 

“What?” 

“I told you so you could...” She shook her 

head. “Tell you what, Chief. You sit here and think 
about it for a while. Think about the possibility 
there might be a couple of other options worth 
considering.” She glanced at the clock. “Hell, I’d 
better get back. We'll be starting cleanup ina 
second, and they'll be wondering where I’ve gone. 
Hah, Trish will want to put a tracker on me.” She 
opened the door and dashed out. The door slid 
closed behind her. 

Raine put down the shirt and shook his head 
Slowly as if trying to shake out the pieces of the 
puzzle Gracie had handed him. If Kit planned to 
make an escape attempt on Saira, then what did 
Gracie expect Raine to do, aside from stop him? 
Did she expect him to do what he’d once offered 


and help Kit escape? Kit had probably told her 


about that. He seemed happy to talk about anything 
with the girl, even quite intimate matters, 
something Raine found odd. 

But somehow he doubted she meant Raine 

should only help Kit escape. She’d been a 
supporter of their relationship from the start. While 
they’d been broken up and Kit had been seeing 
Parker, both Raine and Parker had come in for 
some blistering glares from her in the mess hall. 
Quite put Raine off his food sometimes—and those 
were only the ones she directed at Parker. When 
on the receiving end himself, he’d usually been 
driven from the room. 

So he couldn’t believe she meant for him to 

help Kit escape and simply wave him good-bye. 
Gracie wanted them to be together. But she didn’t 
believe the law would clear Kit or the company 
could save him, so she didn’t think they could be 
together on the Light of Dawn. 


Which left only one option. 


Chapter Twenty 

Kit didn’t have kitchen duty the morning they 
arrived at Saira. After dinner cleanup the night 
before, Trish told him to sleep in the next day. He 
took his leave of her with thanks for her kindness 
over the last few months. He knew he’d never see 
her again. 

Used to waking at 0530, he jerked awake 

with a feeling of panic around 0545, then lay back 
with a sigh when he remembered he didn’t have to 
get up yet. At his side, Raine stirred. He adjusted 
his hold on Kit without waking and stilled again. 
Kit snuggled against him. They had no choice 

but to hold on to each other in the narrow bunk. 
Some nights Kit woke with Raine pinning him to 
the wall and had to shove him away, waking him 
up. On the plus side, this often led to some 
interesting middle-of-the-night shenanigans. 

But Raine wasn’t crushing him now, so Kit let 


him sleep. He rested his head on Raine’s chest to 


feel the regular rise and fall as he breathed, to hear 
his heart thumping, and to smell soap and sweat on 
his skin. To imprint it all in his memory. He’d miss 
this so much. The big lug had grown on him. Love 
you, Chief Stick-up-the-ass. He tried not to think 
about the moment he’d have to say good-bye. He’d 
as soon rip his heart out and drop-kick it. The 
captain had no good news for them, though she 
said the company lawyers were still busy on Kit’s 
behalf, determined to help him. Too late, he knew. 
As soon as the Taylor hearing ended, the cops 
would drag him off. Inevitable. 

He drifted into a half-asleep state. Making the 

most of the time they had left had been taking all of 
Kit’s and Raine’s free time and cutting into their 
sleep. Warm and safe in Raine’s arms for the last 
time, he floated on a cloud of denial and wishful 
thinking, imagining waking up like this every 
morning. 


After a while, he woke again and looked at 


the time. Almost 0630. They’d get up around 0700. 
Damn, he should have woken Raine earlier, 
because they didn’t have long and Kit had to say 
good-bye properly. 

He turned the lights on, half-strength, and 
watched Raine’s face change from the relaxation 
of sleep. Kit stroked Raine’s chest and trailed his 
fingers downward. He pushed the bedclothes away 
and ran his fingers over Raine’s belly, following 
the trail of wiry hair and then along the warm skin 
of his cock. It stirred under his fingers, and he 
stroked it gently, like it was a kitten or something. 
Raine made a Snorting sound, and his body arched 
upwards. 

“Dan,” Kit whispered in his ear. “Wake up, 
sweetheart.” 

A conscious Raine would never let Kit get 

away with calling him sweetheart; he’d scowl and 
ask him if he thought Raine was his wife. So it felt 


nice to sneak it in. Kit’s mother had used the word 


for anyone she believed to be fundamentally good 
at heart. Someone gentle and kind, however gruff 
and tough they appeared. Raine was a sweetheart. 
Raine opened his eyes, and after the 

momentary confusion of waking, he turned to smile 
at Kit. “Is it time to get up?” He rubbed sleep from 
his eyes. 

“Not yet.” 

Raine lifted a hand and pulled Kit closer to 

kiss him. “Good morning anyway.” He glanced 
down at himself, the bedclothes pushed down 
nearly to his knees. Kit was still stroking his cock, 
which began to respond rapidly. “Nice wake-up 
call. Rather cold, though.” 

They kept the temperature set low enough to 

keep Kit from overheating as they slept, so Kit felt 
he owed him a treat in return. 

“Let me take your mind off the cold.” 

He straddled Raine, making him shuffle more 


into the middle of the bunk, then worked his way 


down, kissing and licking and sometimes nipping. 
Raine’s cock pressed into him as he moved, first 
against Kit’s erection, then his belly and his chest, 
before he reached it with his mouth. Some teasing 
kisses and licks brought Raine to the point of 
begging for more, moaning out his pleas for Kit to 
suck him, oh God, do it. 

After teasing him long enough, Kit answered 

those pleas and dipped his head, engulfing Raine’s 
cock, taking it in deeply. Raine grabbed the edge 
of the bunk with one hand, stroked Kit’s hair with 
the other. Gentle, despite his desire and urgency. A 
sweetheart. No argument. 

As much as he loved sucking Raine, he 

wanted more for their final time. Today this was 
only foreplay. He wanted them to be joined, 
bonded, for the last time and forever. A memory to 
carry the rest of their lives. He turned his mind 
from the future and concentrated on the now. When 


he lifted his head, Raine groaned out a protest, but 


Kit shushed him. 

“Just getting your motor running, big fella.” 

He reached over to the shelf by the bunk and 
grabbed the lube. He didn’t grab the condoms. He 
trusted Raine entirely. If he needed them, or if 
Raine didn’t trust him, he had only to say 
something. But he said nothing as Kit began to rub 
the lube onto his cock. 

“I want to ride you,” Kit said and saw 

Raine’s eyes widen with anticipation. “Gonna ride 
you like a bull, big man.” Not sweetheart this time. 
Raine nodded. His cock felt hot enough to burn. 
Going to be like a red-hot poker up the ass. Kit 
giggled at the thought. 

“Do it,” Raine begged, hips grinding, pushing 
against Kit’s hand. Kit wasted no more time. He 
applied some lube to himself, though he thought he 
might have slathered enough on Raine for the both 
of them. 


He straddled Raine, held him steady, and 


lowered carefully onto the well-lubed cock, let it 

fill him slowly, relishing every second. He felt as 

if he’d never fully appreciated Raine’s cock until 
now. Not the biggest he’d seen but thicker than 
average. Even after doing it so often with Raine, it 
took Kit a moment to get used to the way it 
stretched him. 

Reaching out, Raine stroked Kit. Kit pushed 

against the hand as he moved up and down on 
Raine’s cock, and the double pleasure became 
intense beyond belief. He didn’t even have to think 
much about the angle anymore. Raine fit perfectly, 
giving Kit maximum stimulation. Never this good 
with anyone else. Never. 

The thought made him want to weep even as 

he hurtled toward his climax. There’d never be 
anyone else like Raine—he couldn’t get this lucky 
twice. If he escaped, he’d have to take up with men 
who could offer him at least temporary protection 


in exchange for his favors. Or he’d spurn anything 


but casual encounters, unwilling to trust anyone 
with his name and his freedom. 

The prospects were worse if he didn’t 

escape. He had no illusions about what awaited 
him in prison. Even awaiting trial, he’d had to fend 
off advances, and that had been from the guards. 
The hair would have to go. Cut, even shaved. He’d 
attract less attention without it. 

Stop it! Here and now, he was with Raine, 

whom he loved, who loved him. Lover. What a 
word. What a concept. He bent down, and his hair 
fell forward to brush Raine’s chest. 

“Kit. Oh Kit.” 

“That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.” He 

smiled, but he loved to hear it. Especially in that 
sensual moan. 

“Say my name,” Raine begged. “Please.” 

“Dan. Sweet Dan. My monster.” 

“Kit, | love you.” 


Kit’s throat closed in a choke; his words 


came out like a sob. “I love you, Dan. | love you. 
Never forget me.” He shouldn’t have said that last 
part, in case he gave too heavy a hint of his plans 
to run, but Raine didn’t seem to notice. He said no 
more as he became inarticulate, thrusting and 
writhing under Kit; his cries of pleasure had no 
words in them. His hand on Kit’s cock faltered as 
he lost concentration, and Kit wrapped his hand 
around it, restoring the rhythm, matching it as he 
rode for the finish line. Faster, faster, faster. 

He shattered into fragments, flying apart and 

then merging into a ball of white light so bright it 
blasted his mind blank. Raine cried out, climaxing, 
as Kit collapsed onto him, boneless, a dead 
weight, held him as they both panted, chests 
heaving. 

Good-bye, Dan. Good-bye. 

Kit closed his eyes. 

When he opened them again, he was alone on 


the bunk. Raine emerged from the bathroom, naked, 


freshly showered, hair still damp and skin pink 
from the hot water and the toweling dry. He started 
to dress. 

“| have to go and brief my team,” he said. 
“Between guarding Taylor, you, and the captain on 
the station, we’re going to be busy. You can sleep 
a bit longer if you want.” 

“Dan, we need to talk.” 

“We'll talk later,” Raine said. “Meet me for 
breakfast about 0830?” 

“But—” 

“The hearing starts at 1000, so that gives us 
plenty of time. Dress smartly.” 

“But, Raine—” Too late. He finished 

dressing—he could dress annoyingly fast— 
grabbed his jacket, and left. 

Kit sat up, scowling. He didn’t want Raine to 

be brokenhearted or anything, but he’d like to see 
at least some evidence he cared they would never 


see each other again after today. They were going 


to meet for breakfast, but they could hardly talk 
privately on the mess deck. Maybe Raine didn’t 
want to let him say good-bye, because then it 
would be real. Unless he had some plan, which 
would surely mess up Kit’s plan—such as it was. 
Fuck this bullshit. He couldn’t leave Raine. 
He hadn’t figured him out yet. 

* k 
Raine sent Warner with Sim and Case to 
accompany Captain Dryden, Kit, and Gracie to the 
courthouse. Once they were off the ship, he brought 
Taylor from the brig to the airlock, Knox and 
Munro on his wings. The Saira police waited 
there, and after an exchange of signatures, Taylor 
became their problem. The cops would take him to 
the courthouse, and the hearing would get 
underway. 
Raine estimated he had an hour. He had to 
attend the court himself, in case the lawyers called 


him to give evidence, but he had some time before 


he had to be there. Time to do what he needed to 
do. 

“Dismissed,” Raine said to Knox and Munro. 

“Go sign out and take your shore leave.” 

They thanked him and hurried off to the bunk 
room. When they left, Raine went to his cabin and 
packed a duffel bag. Spacers traveled light. So did 
Kit, Raine thought, picking up the duffel Kit had 
packed earlier. He didn’t have much in the way of 
possessions. Before he left, he turned down the 
heat, which Kit must have left on high enough for 
Raine’s comfort. No sense in wasting the ship’s 
power. 

The door closed behind him, and he rested his 
hand on it for a moment, then he strode off. 

Right into Jon Parker, coming back into 

officer country, probably coming off duty and 
eager to get off the ship and enjoy the delights 
Saira offered spacers on liberty. They could have 


passed each other with only a glower, their usual 


habit lately, but instead Raine stopped. 

“Parker,” he said, making him stop and turn. 
Raine held out his hand. “I acted like a jerk. I'd 
appreciate it if you accepted my apology.” 

Parker stared at him and mechanically shook 

the offered hand. “Accepted.” He frowned at 
Raine, at the two bags. “Chief—” 

“No hard feelings.” Raine hefted the bags and 
walked away feeling lighter. Good to clear the air. 
At the airlock, he checked out with Celani, on 
guard duty. 

“Spending the night ashore?” she asked, 

looking at his bags. 

He smiled. “Just some laundry.” He wanted 

to say good-bye properly to all of his team, but he 
had to act casual. It hurt. But he’d left messages for 
them to read once they realized he wasn’t coming 
back. 

Half an hour after leaving the ship, he arrived 


at the courthouse. He’d made a stop on the way 


and no longer carried the duffels. Taking a seat on 
a bench, he waited. Only a few minutes after he 
arrived, the courtroom doors opened, and he rose 
to greet the captain as she emerged with Kit, 
Gracie, and the escort Raine had sent. 

“Oh hello, Chief,” Dryden said. “You won’t 

be called to testify. Taylor pleaded guilty. The 
judge clarified a few points in the witness 
statements, and it’s all over. He got two years.” 
“That’s good news,” Raine said. Kit and 

Gracie certainly looked relieved. He stood with 

his arm around her and a wary expression on his 
face, looking at Raine. He knows something’s up, 
Raine thought. Probably worried it’s going to mess 
up his personal plan. As if he needed any help 
messing up a plan. 

“If you'll excuse me a moment.” Dryden 

headed for the bathrooms. 

“Okay,” Raine said, turning to his security 


people. “Sim, stick with me. The rest of you can go 


get some lunch.” 

Warner looked somewhat uncertain, but she 
nodded and spoke to Case. “Come on, then, I’m 
buying the first round. See you later, Boss.” 

“See you, Kate.” 

Kit frowned. “What’s going on?” he asked 

when the escort left. 

“Can’t imagine what you mean.” Raine turned 

to Gracie. “Are you ready?” 

She nodded. With tears in her eyes, she turned 

to Kit and hugged him. “Gotta go do my exam. And 
| never would have dared without you.” She kissed 
him on the cheek. “Thanks, Kit. | love you. You’re 
the best.” 

“Thanks, Gracie. Love you too, sweetheart. 

Knock ’em dead.” 

She let him go with a last peck on the cheek 

and turned to Raine, scrubbing her sleeve across 
her eyes. “Take care of him, Chief.” 


“That’s my job.” 


She winked, patted her pocket, then ran, 
blowing him a kiss and giving a last wave good- 
bye. 

“Gracie!” Kit called, plunging after her, but 
Raine grabbed his arm. 

“Let her go.” 

“What’s going on?” Kit struggled out of his 
grip. “You can’t let her—” 

“Here.” Raine handed him a piece of paper. 
“Docking bay number. Codes for the doors. Go.” 
“What?” 

“Now, Kit! Before they come for you. Go!” 

Kit gasped and responded to the urgency in 
Raine’s voice. 

“How do I get out of here?” 

“Down that way.” Raine pointed out a 

corridor. “And to the right. There’s an emergency 
exit. l'Il follow you as soon as | can.” 

“Follow me?” 


“Go!” 


Raine wanted to grab him and toss him down 

the corridor. Wanted to yell at him to stop arguing 
and run. Kit stopped arguing. But he didn’t run yet. 
He threw his arms around Raine’s neck. 

“Never forget me, Daniel Raine.” Kit kissed 

him hard. Saying good-bye, Raine knew. The sex 
this morning had been a good-bye too. He’d like to 
keep on saying good-bye to Kit for some time yet. 
“Boss.” Sim spoke in a warning tone, and 

Raine pushed Kit off. 

“Go!” 

This time he went. 

Raine turned to look at Sim, who was 

watching the corridor. It had become packed, a 
couple of the other courthouses letting out for lunch 
recess. A party of three people emerged from the 
milling crowd, two of them in the uniform of the 
local police. Sim, taller than most people, must 
have seen them approaching. Had they seen Kit 


leaving? They weren’t running to catch him, so 


probably not. 

The captain returned before the cops reached 
them. “Oh, we seem to have lost a few of our 
party.” 

“Miss Maddison went to take her food 

handler exam, ma’am. And | dismissed the rest of 
the security detail.” 

“And Mr. Miller?” 

“Went to the bathroom.” 

Raine glanced at Sim, whose face remained 
utterly still. Sim said nothing. 

“There they are.” Oh, great, Sullivan, the ore 
company’s onboard lawyer. She wore a suit and a 
smirk. 

“You Captain Dryden? Of the Light of Dawn 

out of Drexler?” one of the cops asked. Her name 
badge read Ramsey. 

“That’s me.” 

“Got a warrant here for a Christopher Miller 


who’s in your custody.” 


“Where is he?” Sullivan demanded. 

“Ah, ma’am,” Ramsey said to her. “Thanks 

for your assistance. We can handle it from here.” 
“You assisted the police, Ms. Sullivan?” 

Dryden said. “How civic minded of you. Mr. 

Miller’s in the bathroom. I’m sure he'll only be a 
moment.” 

Sullivan lost her smug expression. Raine 

hoped she didn’t make trouble for the captain 
afterward. But he didn’t worry too much. Dryden 
could handle anything these clowns tried to pull. 
“Better go fetch him,” Ramsey said after a 
moment. Her male colleague crossed the hall to the 
men’s bathroom. Raine affected the most innocent 
expression he could muster. The captain began 
using her Link, muttering about meetings. Sim 
continued his carved-out-of-stone act. Only 
Sullivan displayed any sign of agitation. 

“Well?” she demanded when the cop came 


back out empty-handed. 


“Nobody in there.” 

“What?” Raine said. “But | saw him go in 

there myself. He hasn’t come out.” 

“There’s a window in there,” the cop said. 

“Must have slipped out.” 

“lII put out an APB on him,” Ramsey said. 

“We'll soon pick him up.” 

“Wait! What about the tracker?” Sullivan 

grinned triumphantly. “He has a tracking device. 
Can you find him using that?” 

Dryden frowned, and when she began to 

speak, Raine feared the worst. Until he heard what 
she had to Say. 

“Yes. He wears a tracking device. As a 

stowaway and a fugitive, we needed to keep tabs 
on him.” 

“Wears.” Raine wanted to cheer at her use of 

the present tense. He hadn't told the captain the 
plan, but when it came to uptake speed, he’d rarely 


met anyone faster. 


“That makes it easy,” Ramsey said. “What’s 

its frequency?” 

“I have it right here.” Raine took out his Link. 
Sullivan looked dubious, clearly suspicious of 
them being so helpful, but she could hardly protest 
at cooperation. Raine sent the frequency to the 
cops’ Links. 

“Great, got it. Okay, we’ll go get him. 

Thanks.” 

“Do let me know when you find him,” Dryden 
said as they left. 

Sullivan glared at Raine and Sim. “Aren’t you 
two going to help?” 

“Ms. Sullivan.” Dryden sounded shocked. 
“Surely you know my security people have no 
jurisdiction to pursue or detain anyone on this 
station.” She smiled, matching Sullivan’s earlier 
smugness easily. “I think you'll find Mr. Miller is 
no longer our problem.” 


“You'll pay for this, Dryden. Whatever 


scheme you're cooking up, you'll pay.” Sullivan 
turned on her heel and rushed off. 

“Charming woman,” Dryden said. “Reminds 

me of a dog | used to own. We had to have it put 
down in the end. Now, | need to get back to the 
ship.” 

“I have some errands to run, ma’am,” Raine 
said. “Mr. Sim will accompany you.” 

“Thank you, Chief.” 

She knew, he thought, as she offered her hand. 
She knew she’d never see him again. 

“Been an honor, Captain.” He turned to Sim 
and held out his hand. “And you, Sim. All the 
team.” 

Sim didn’t look surprised, but he never did. 

He shook Raine’s hand. “Boss.” 

With Dryden preceding Sim, the two of them 
walked away. Raine watched them until they 
turned a corner. He’d miss them and the Dawn. 


Just a haulage company it might be, but in the end, 


even Kit had started to understand the bond 
between shipmates. 
But Raine’s time on the Light of Dawn ended 
today. 

* k 
Kit whirled around when the hatch into the 
ship opened. He reached for something to defend 
himself with but sagged with relief when Raine 
walked in and closed the hatch behind him. 
“The damn controls are locked out!” 
“| didn’t want you flying off without me,” 
Raine said. “So if you’ll strap in and try to shut the 
hell up for two minutes, we’ll get out of here.” 
Shock took care of the shutting the hell up 
part, and Raine sitting down at the controls and 
starting the engines took care of the strapping in. 
Kit scrambled into the copilot’s seat and fastened 
the straps as the ship’s engines powered up. Okay, 
he’d shut up until they were safely away from the 


station. But then Raine better have answers. 


“Departure 

permission 

granted,” 

Raine 

reported. “Space doors opening.” 

Point of no return, Kit thought, seeing the 

doors ahead of them split and part, revealing the 
star-studded blackness beyond. A few moving 
lights were other ships on their way in and out of 
Saira’s docking facilities. Their ship lifted slowly 
from the deck, hovering on force fields, while 
Raine used the thrusters to maneuver them out of 
the door. 

Raine powered the ship away from the 

station’s hull. Kit gasped when the darkness 
swallowed them up as if they’d plunged into the 
sea. A deep ocean of blackness. 

“You okay?” Raine said, sparing him a quick 
glance. 


“I’ve never been on such a little ship before.” 


Different even from standing so close to the 
observation deck window. So much more exposed. 
He fancied he could feel the cold of space seeping 
through the hull. A much thinner hull than the one 
on the Dawn. 

“Clearing station’s gravity well,” Raine said. 
“Course laid in. Engaging autopilot. Engaging main 
drive.” 

The ship’s vibration lessened as the thrusters 

cut off and the smoother, quieter main drive kicked 
in. The reassuring hum of the air system continued, 
but otherwise the ship fell silent. Kit turned from 
the stars to Raine. 

“Okay, pal, start talking. What the fuck is 

going on?” 

“Right this minute, the Saira police are 

searching for you. They’re following your tracker 
data.” 

“But I’m not wearing the tracker.” Kit 


glanced at his wrist as if he had to check it wasn’t 


there. 

“I know. Gracie had it.” 

“What?” Kit tried to jump to his feet, 

forgetting he had his seat belt on. “Fuck,” he 
muttered, undoing the belt and standing up, the 
gesture drained of its dramatic effect. “You 
shouldn’t have involved Gracie. If she gets in 
trouble—” 

“Calm down.” Raine loosened his seat belt 

and stood. “All she did was shove it under the seat 
cushion of one of the station cabs.” He glanced at 
his watch. “About now she’s starting her exam, 
and the cops are chasing a taxi around the station.” 
“Oh. Well. Okay then.” He folded his arms 

when Raine took a step toward him, and the 
gesture made Raine divert to the two duffel bags 
sitting on the deck. 

“I brought you some clothes.” 

“I know.” Kit had searched both bags 


already. “You also brought Jeff’s money.” 


“It’s your money. Let’s unpack and get 

something to eat. I’m starved.” 

“Dare | ask how many bedrooms this ship 

has?” He already knew the answer. The tiny ship 
had only this control room, an engineering space, a 
combined kitchen and living space and one 
bedroom. A hatch in the floor of the control room 
led to a hold full of supplies and several spare fuel 
cells. Raine must have been sending messages to 
arrange all this as soon as they’d come into 
communications range of Saira a week before they 
arrived. 

Raine stopped. He lost the air of triumph he’d 
displayed since coming onboard. “Kit, if this isn’t 
what you want—” 

“I never asked for it.” 

“You didn’t have to. | love you.” 

“So you decided you knew what’s best?” 

Raine’s face grew afraid then. Afraid Kit 


truly didn’t want him to come. Didn’t want him. 


“Do you want to go back?” 

“What?” 

“There’s still time.” He put the bag down. 
“Nobody even has to know | left. You could take 
me back, leave me, and go alone. The ship is 
yours.” 

“You'd do that? You’d let me take the ship? It 
must have cost you everything you have.” Raine 
shrugged. Shrugged about the idea of giving up all 
his money. “Fuck it, Raine, you drive me crazy. 
Who the hell are you? What kind of man?” 

Raine shrugged again. “I’m just me. | want 

you to be safe, Kit. | think | can keep you safe, if 
you'll let me come with you.” 

“But this solves nothing. It makes it worse. 
We're both on the run.” 

“Together. Whatever we face, we face it 
together. If you want that.” 

Did he? Or did he want to go out there into 


the darkness alone? 


“The fact | have no clue how to fly this ship is 
kind of an issue,” Kit admitted. 
Raine grinned. “Consider me your pilot.” 
“Mmm, role-playing. Sexy.” Kit sighed and 
rubbed his eyes. “Dan, you won't ever forget | 
didn’t ask you to do this, will you?” 
“No, Kit, | won’t. As long as you never do 
either.” 
Kit smiled weakly. “A volunteer.” 
“I’ve always been one.” He picked up the bag 
again. “You ready to eat?” 
“I’m not hungry. But my question about the 
sleeping arrangements still stands.” 
Raine grinned. “Let’s go figure it out.” 

x OK OK 
Raine woke, definitely hungry and rather 
cold, alone in the bed. Wrapping one of the 
blankets around himself, he left the bedroom and 
stepped into the control room. 


“Kit?” 


Kit waved from the pilot’s seat, only his hand 
visible over the high back. Raine walked over 
there, the deck chilling his bare feet. He found Kit 
lounging in the seat, naked. Raine chuckled at the 
sight. 

“Bare-assed among the stars, huh?” 

“It’s strangely liberating. | might be naked the 
whole time on here. It’s not as if anyone is going to 
peek in the window.” 

“I’m trying to come up with reasonable 

objections to your plan, and | can’t find a single 
one.” 

“You, meanwhile, will walk about in a fur 

coat, | Suppose.” 

“I brought my thermal underwear.” Raine sat 

in the other seat, and Kit at once came and 
straddled his knees. Raine wrapped his arms and 
the blanket around Kit, cocooning them both in its 
warmth. 


“Sharing body heat might be enough to keep 


me warm.” 

“I got lots of ways to keep you warm.” He 

took Raine’s face in his hands, bent down to kiss 
him. When he came up for air, his face was 
flushed, eyes bright. But he made some effort to 
control himself, pushed back, hands on Raine’s 
shoulders, holding himself away from Raine’s 
body. 

“Okay, | have to ask,” Kit said. “Do you have 

a plan? | mean beyond ‘run!’ No complaints, it’s 
worked fine so far. But is there more?” 

“Did you have a plan?” 

“I barely got as far as ‘run.’ You know I’m 

not the master planner.” 

Raine grinned. “I’ve noticed.” 

“Watch it, pal. You have to sleep 

sometimes.” 

“I do have a plan. I’m going to take you home. 
My home,” he added quickly when he saw some 


alarm in Kit’s eyes. “Ryesh. My home planet.” 


“It won’t take the authorities long to figure out 
your home planet is a likely place.” 

“True. But even if they find us, they can’t just 
grab you. There’d have to be extradition 
proceedings, which can take years. If they get too 
close, l'Il take you out to hide in the desert.” 
“Oh, lovely. Licking the dew off rocks and 

eating bugs, huh?” 

“No. I’d teach you how to live out there. In 

fact the first thing we'll do is prepare a bolt hole, 
in case we need it one day.” 

He pulled Kit closer again, and Kit yielded 
against him, his cock hardening between them. 
Raine’s was trapped under Kit and would be 
painful in a moment as it filled too. Damn, he 
wouldn’t get lunch until dinner time if they kept 
this up. 

“I know it won’t be the kind of life you’re 

used to, Kit.” 


“But we'd be together.” Kit’s arms went 


around Raine’s neck. He leaned in, kissing his 
neck, ears, face. “That’s what counts.” He moved 
against Raine’s stiffening cock, provoking a moan, 
then pulled back to look down at him, smiling, 
cheeky. “How long until we reach Ryesh?” 
“Fastest estimate is fifty-five days.” Raine 
grasped Kit’s thighs in his hands, pulling him 
closer, rubbing against him. “But we have food 
and fuel for six months.” 

Kit stood, making Raine groan in protest and 
ITHE ENDS 

reach for him. But Kit held out a hand, an 
invitation. 

“In that case, Dan, my man, let’s take the long 
way home.” 
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